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Commenta:.-v 

'r- •• ~ , (. " t: h'" A ... . ) spec::'::J.caHy ::0: someone e:se In Hus case, ~or my . 19h schooi menca;'1. ::te:-at:..:.:-e teacner . 

worKS 0: a C.::.::. -·;r-:e:-:. = Vv70te "Cra:-:.dpa's S:o:-"j" :n the fai~ of 1995, : saw it as :ny :::-st 

0")':)0:-::'::-:'=::./ :8 see ::: ~ co:':':c sta.:1C 0::: rr..y feet as c. writer. ~oc~:::g a: the story now, howeve:-, 1 

of ~~e :::a:-~\.::-:.gs as s:.:c~:. O:::e oov~ous problem is t::e fact f:.c.! tc.e story ~s so short that today it 

wc:.:~C p:-ooably o:::iy :,e one sce:1e out of c. :::.:.:cb. larger story I'd write about the cnaracte:- of ilie 

~ought what we'd done was a great coup, but looking baCK it now, K wonde:- what l would have 

w:ri~en had I been forced to actuc.Hy work out a longer na:.-ra::ve, rc.t.i1er 6a:.--: just rely on what 

see many major flaws I:1 t::'e piece. For exan:.ple, it leaves too :::la::y u11a:."lswered ~uestions an.d 

:-e:e~is a major event in one of t~1e cb.aracte:-'s lives without providing !:1l.:ch depth or: why that 
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event was i~pO:ia::: :0 "-::m. ~ f:.:1C ~yself asking why die: I have tbe grandfather :el! ~-::s 

granddaughte:- this story and why :s it i:nporl8.J."1t :0:- a :-eadeZ' to hear it ::-0::: :-::s point of view? 

ope:::::g see he :0 dese:i::'e ~1:S ctlr:-e::: Efe ane to set ~p cr~es::o::s aoo:.:t bis Te:a:iorrs~ip wit:: ~lis 

a..:--:c. i::nprove::ler..t in t~;.is sto:y; however ~ £ndudec i: he:-e as 2.;.'"'2 exc .. .-:2pie 0: I!:y ea:-~ier work. As 

.. • ~ • r .. .. ~ • ,... I .L" •• s,o:)' :0 anotl1er, Wn.:e~1 s~:.ollLc. gIve yot! some sense or r::;.y evoi:':cl0::' as a W:-:ter. 
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1 t was dark, 8.::lC for z. few moments I codd. not fathom w~~e:-e .:. was, how I got there, 0::-

why E was ti::ere. :-:cwever, after a few moments:::ry disorientation ?assed, 2.::."'1d I realized that Z 

Wz.s stz.r:.c:r:.g OT.: the ::-:gh! shoulder of 2..:."1 E!':.markec z.nd :.:::icie::lt:5ec highway. As I iooked 

around ;:r:o::-e of the s:.::::-ounci::::g arez. C2..:.""!1e :::to focus, a:1c I ::-eaIizeci that I was 0:: a stretch of t~1e 

co::t::::.:ec tc scc::: t:~e C2.:":( a:.~d fo::-ebodi:!.g <::"ea about ::::e. 

::::y a:te::::c:: ::::-s: z.: ::-:e t:-ees. 3v::, o::-ooc:ng, a:.:.d ::::z.~:g::?a:."1: they seemed, as if they :1e!d or:.e too 

~~..,v . ~-'. .,.. ~. . ,,": .. - ,..,'" ",.,... : "'" -oj" ,.; "BOOM,' 7" . ~t th .j-,. n· ~ •. 11/ 1~ ~!~c....-, Cc. .. \. sec.e.s .oc.:(",,- _.J, .. ~v", .. 0 J~ ."".ec.se..... .~. we.. _.e t __ ll._ae. suaae._"y, as ., 

acco=l.?c...-:ied a "6ri~~iant fiash of l:ghtn:::.g :~-:a: had crashed down, obv:ously very dose by. 

. .... .. ... - .. .... ~ 

aga::: ::-acec tPIOUg.:: :::y :-:::::lC as 1 tt::-::ec to eXC,;.-::':2e :"-:e roz.c. 

recognized a:."'1C recorded f~ei:- passbg w:th::: G1.e de?ths of:::y r:l:::?G. As t.'1is next car ?assec, 

.. ., .. .. .... .. .£' 1:' '!I .. ... - I . 
:~:.o'l2gI-:t about calE::.g out to i~, b'-Lt sometn.1:1g creep :::Slce o! n:.e ~orcec!. ::::e !nto S~Le::ce. ~t to.c 
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:::.e t~at K was there ::OI" some dark, secret purpose, yet what that purpose was, l stilI could not 

As :~:.e car flew by, its rig::: front head2igI1! spo:Eghteci a white o::,ject off to r::y rig::.:. 

gro:.:nc.. O::e :::e:::o:-y s::~~ escapee :::e, ~':.oweve:-, t~:.e memory of why. T:':'e tl10ught, "There is 

so.~ .. ,e~·.-.. ::::::_, - -... ::s~ ::0 ::e-.e ...... ,.~! '''''''ow ....,0 .. 'o/ .... ~~ ,. was ~·.,e o-:v -oaso .... ~;..,aL cl'lrne to"""'" 4'-0"0""" _ _ ....,~ ... ..:.. _~!. __ ... Vy..!..:.c.~, . ..__ ::' __ .;':'_ :.::. ;,._.:. ::.. all.. ..:.._..:. ..... Wi! "-~.::..::. 

As :Je: a.--:o:=-:er ce:- ::'as::e:: passed ~30y, there were a ~ot of cars considering it was t.~e 

CO:l:c. ::0:. I nad :1.0 idea where ~ was or how I got t.~ere; = only kt'"lew that I was there :or so:ne 

S,:" ··-:,....,0.,,,.... T'I"""nose 
... _-- --..:...."'-..:.... yy l~ .!-'~ l-' . Once aga::1 the thought, "-=-here :s so~ething I :TI:lS: do here, but I ~iOW 

no: w::at," resoundec t'rrmlgn my :::i::1C: 2.:').C froze my "egs to the ground. " .. c~mnot leave, ::0: 

yet," S2::: to myself as 1 s!e:-ec. ::::e:::~y :~-:;o:.:g::: ::::'e dark.:.ess, ::: a..:. a~e2p: to recap:~::-e -:::2y los~ 

As 1 searched the cep6s of :my ::line, sllddeniy I heard a quiet, squea..king noise behind 

~ . . ~ . . b . . £"" • • 1..' d .. 
~e. :' ear nearlY kept me :;:ro::: tummg aro:.rTIC, ut tnougnts o! eVli t.'11ngs be.1!ln " me, tl'J.~:1gs 

:::1eters behi::d i:, Dl:: soon I discovered wi1a: !cae: bee;:} ::na..<ing th.e squea..idng noise: it was a 

1· ,... id . . . . . . d ~ L' • A . . £' ~ ~. ,... • sma 1 ne mouse wmc::. was Sltt:::g on :n.e e ge OI .::e curD. s renei swe?_ ove::- :::1y .e:71I:eC 

'1 " . • " h' . 1 .. . 
SO:1" 1 plcxec up a s:T:al~ sto::e a..:--:c :osseC 1: at :.::.e :nOllse, Wl.lcn pro~pt.y illade It scurry ove::- t.::e 
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edge of the cur::' fu'!G doWL. out of sight. Yet as K watched its smaH frame retreat over tr:.e CUD, ~ 

was once again f:Eed with drea.d, for a..r}other r:J.emory :;-etlli-::ed. The reason for m.y being on the 

. "t' A" , ..' 'dd] c· ., . ,. 1 , • •• .,? edge 0: hal. t.:g::way 3.:: ~ne ~!. .e o! the :J.~gn.: was Just over tnat cum, yet what was be!:.Elu 1t. 

couId ~o: :-er:le::1ber. 

·a ........ ",· sh,;:,--' "'","o,'e ~~c.' w:,.,tever w~s 'J""..,;.,..,c.' +h", c"-b coui'" ~OL 'be see~ un"'l" one reached "'he !. ;..:~""_ _':'G:..:.~.J ~.:..~... ,c::'. .. .:. .:..:..Gi... .. c.. "' .... ..:...:.... '-.. ;,."'......: : ... ~ ;'.:.: ;.. !1 . t. 1 .::._ t .. _ 

,.,....~ .... e ···0 ....... -1"·· ~o·~ J·o c';scov"'- wL-"'~ w~s c~o"""', ~'-at slone :"'e~-;-·": ..... ~p c·,-·1.... co-c ...... ,.; --.- ~o st~ooe- U"" . ~~ ..:..:=,r;;; ....... : ........ . "'. :~Co_ c::. ... 1 .n· ~. '-' .: .. ~~ .;._ ..... u 1 1 .::~ ~£c:.:: _ G;:=,:=, l '~..1 

A· d' I . f" . . .., ., , bout two meters oW!! :L1e s ope a.:-:G 0 : to my r:ght was one boay, wm~e fu'"1otner was 

2.:':'0:':: ::ve :::.ete:-s fa:-ther along to :ts right. Fear again er..veioped me, but it was a new fear, a 

~o· f"'.,. ;"'0 ~'sc V ~'o"'h ~ 11 0;" ("1 r ~ 'tru 1., -:-i--,.. .. • "e s~ili i. 0 been.! .... a: o ..... e ... :=, Cll 0 erea y lJ. ose L;;:ave .. n:=, ._ .... e cars ,,--,'1Q t. Cl\..S ... Co. we. . ... pass.n:=, y V. J 

so o~-:e::. 2t wasn'tj:.:st a fear of being discovered with two dead ~id decaying corpses, however. 

because of me. t-~ow they got there a.l'ld how I k:."1ew t.hey were L'1ere because of 2:e 1 stili 

couldn't remembe:-. Ail i iu"lew was that I had to move them fuzlher coW!: l~e slope a.?ld in~o the 

... ,. . . b d~ , "D" - . '1' , d ... ' , "'h . ?" .,. :.lees Where they WO<l1Cl ~o: 'e :scoverec. 'Ie. 1 :(:'l! t.L'1em a.:.'! "~er: ;>!.ace "-,.eE here. I 

d " "J • • • b"~ "'" ., ,., , L th .. c won erea, bu: stL ~ COlltC ::ot :-emer:: er. 2Ja::-~ yOL:!:! ~ screfu-ne<l as ::. :Je2.l _e SlC!es 0;. my 

'j ,. . • .. ... .• 1i" Id. L L ve:.ee: :r.. a C!ouc:y mIst :'2. :::y r:::::c., whrct: ~ SI:nply cou. ' no:. pe:1ec:-a:.e. 



A n 1:' ,,. • • d ~r' 1 • • • 'W' .. 
!.e:" a ;ew :::o~e::!s 1 ealmea own SU1I1Clentiy to reassess L"'le s::uat20I:. lLl1:? Iy 

:nine there was s::ll :ba: vile, desperate desire to move the bodies fa,1:he:- away from t:le road Cl."1C 

into L~e E~e oft:-ees so the:: they eouid not be discovered. "T~"ey can't be discovered, :hey 

!~e ::'::-s: bocy. c;:.:'~ c:~ "'lOOt ''''av'''' ""'y :"e'" w' ... y ~ w"'C' Ol'~ 7'-e-o "'J:~',", ~hose :Wo sets 0'" rlecaY~"l ()' ~.--- -- -- -- - '-.,;,.- -\..,;. '- -- - ~ _ .... - __ '"' 1'1' ___ .... __ .. ... ... \0..::. "'-b 

.. . . ~ .. ..,.. .,., 
re::1:.a::?s, 0:':: so::::e:.-:::?g e:ee? :::s:ce 0::: :::.e orcereG: me closer. 

. .. 

.;.::c.:: :Jy :::c~-: a'J'J::-oac~ed t~:.e c::-.l:::'JleG snane, fui.d as ! neared it I noticed that :: was ... ... - .. 

covered 'J:.' G. ~G.::-ge s:::: ~G.c~e:. -=--~-:e ~ac~<e: a~~owec :-ne to see o~~y ·~~:.e long legs of the body Delow 

dow::. 'a::o exte:J.ced G. v:o.e~:iy s~-:a~<i::g nfu"lG towards t:;.e coat. I caug~lt hoid of t:.~e bottom edge 

Cl.'"}C bega:-: to Eft i: :':;J, o:.:t as ~ c:c, what seemed like ~1undreds of rats a"1d mice :raced out from 

:::J.ce::-:: ::1 a~2 directions! Tney came out so q::ickiy ai"lC so viciously 6at 1 dropped t!:.'1e jacket 

a..-:.c .eq: bacK in io~o::- fu-:C ... 

wa:i as beads of sweat po:.:red dow::. the sides of my head a.'1d soa.l<:ed ::ny shirt. "It was just a 

drea.-:;.1" I :-eaiizec as I siowly stopped sha.l<:ing ~-:d wiped the sweat off~y foreheac wit:.'1 :=1e 

, , ,.. 1 d Sl l' b . - , .. , . . . , ~, ·'1 • 
oac~ OI illy n8.!"l '. ow y' ega!"l to relax, yet as 1 laIO my nead. bac.K ClOwn UpO:1 t.:.'1e plhOW ~J.C 

rea.:.-ranged th.e covers ::1 2..;.-: etter:1p: to fell bac:< es.:.eep, : saw the v~sio::J. of that body &~C a21 of t.~e 

ve~:'" sc"rry. ;,.,c;,.., c.,,'l' ri:-:-o"~:o"'s ~ -pe::zec ~ha" '" was et e-:""'lal1y blli-ned :'21tO:r.y ::T!i~c's eye. ' -_ .... _--... -. ... ---z::, ....... J,. '-.... "' .......... -- .... -'-' -- ... __ ... _... ... -_ ..... 

Co •• '_' Co ' •• ,... • • •• .~.,.. ,.:i was COill:-onted Wltn tne lec! tnat that lmage 01 pu::-e ~or:-o::- W0'21C .:ve Wl;.:'1 :!:e :o:reve:-, &-:\.;. 

sudde!:.ly 1 fel: very, very COld. 
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CO::u!1entary 

I wrote "Fear," L:~e second story i::. my coHectio:1, c:1:-:ng :ny higb. school yea"s, a 

se~es:e:: afte:- = wrote "Grfuidpa's Story." =: was :::. the spr:::g of:: 996, fu"1C it was for the Sfu-::e 

Jasec a.:::os: e::::re. v 0:: a 'Je:-so::a: eXDe:-Ie::ce. -=-::'e crea::: :~a: :~-:e storv rete~2s is a crea::1 :~~C:l = "'...... -J 

iac o::e :::g:::: soo:: a:::e:- = ~-:c:c oo:c::::ec :::y criver's :ice::se C-:e:lce 6e reason for:::y car 

v:oie:::.y·· ::: a "C2:-: ... 2::C ::oreooc:::g area." Now; <:..-::. not saying :hat 6is description isn': we:~ 

w:-:::e:: ~ ::or ,. co aer:::: :~~at so::::.e of i: aoes sO:':::lC eerie and area:-n.Eke), however it is dear that = 

"s'" ··~:s ty"'e oJ:c.:esc-;p"l·O~ w:";" '" henvy ;-''''-e.' ~o(j(j;n(j ~o"rn ~he ,..,n'7"~;ve "'''''e.' !"1"'l .... j,..,a;~ - ... .... ;';..1 ~. !'. l ". ~(.;.l '- •• Co ""c:..l,.J e>e>L. e>.... VVl.l. _.. ..C-:..C,-. a.... ~ ....... ,-.l.'e> l.. 

so:::e::-::::g :ha: is very :ireso::1e to reac. 

~~--:e :-ea: :):-oa:e::2 I see w'i::': ~'?e2.:"" as 2. sto:y todc:y, ::owever, :s t.~at ::'1e wnole story :s 2 

WD.e:: reac,:-; :he ene, . c.iscove:- t~-:a: :~-:e story ~as :,ee:: a waste of :i::::.e. ~: 2eacs :::e :I-::-oug:: a 

a -e!.':e"·:o- oC'so.....,e··":,..,c ... "' .... :"'.".:s ".'".·-.:e ~"'''.?~ ·.h.f> ."'.eeds to dec.. W!t:~. Also, ~-::s react:o:: (\fee~~::2 scared) . ~: -," ..;. ... ~ ... ~.:::- . ~. - ~ 



is a typical reaction, no different from that of anyone else who might have had the same type of 

dream. For example, he doesn't wake up excited an ready to go back to sleep to continue the 

dream, which, at the very least, would have been unexpected twist that would have given a 

reader something to think about. As it is right now, however, a reader doesn't learn anything 

from the story nor is he entertained; instead he just feels cheated for having wasted time reading 

a story that, in the end, was pointless. 

There are other problems in "Fear" as well; in fact it also contains many of the same 

problems that "Grandpa's Story" does, including a very short length and no real development of 

the main character. In revising this story today I would most likely tum it into a short scene in a 

longer work, most likely using it as a commentary on the state of mind of a narrator who has just 

been through a traumatic experience of some sort. The dream would be representative of a much 

larger issue that the narrator would be refusing to deal with. Thus I would center the story on 

some other action of the narrator and turn the focus away from the dream itself. Nevertheless, I 

included "Fear" in this collection because it is another example of the dark, fairly serious tone 

that is common in much of my early creative writing. It leaves out much of the comedy and 

humor that I like to incorporate into the stories I write today (and which you will see a sample of 

in the final story of the collection). 
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-

The 
Living 

Based on Characters and Themes Created by 
Michael Swanwick in His Work, The Dead 



Donald stared out the two large windows of his seventy-seventh floor corner office and 

contemplated the gray bleakness of the cityscape before him. Sometimes the tiresome, ever

present activity of those below was drowned out by the immensity of the scene; however that 

only served to remind Donald of the eerie quality of many of the people below-or rather, the 

dead quality of those below. 

"Will that be all for this afternoon, Mr. Branson?" 

The sudden interruption of his secretary's voice broke through Donald's reverie and 

brought him back to the present. He had paperwork that needed to be dealt with before the end 

of the day, and he had to be finished by five if he wanted to visit the school in time to meet with 

the younger students. 

"Not quite, Laurie," Donald responded. "Has the meeting Koestler requested with me 

been arranged for Friday afternoon?" 

"Yes, Mr. Branson. Mr. Koestler will be expecting you in his office at 4:30." 

"Excellent, Laurie. I only need one more favor from you before you take off for the 

evening. Could you please call Sadie at the house and have her alert the staff that I won't be 

home until late so they can have the night off again?" 

"Yes, Mr. Branson. I'll place the call on my way out. Have a good evening, Mr. 

Branson." 

"You too, Laurie." 

As he watched Laurie's retreating form swish out of his office, Donald was once again 

immensely thankful that he'd hired her. It wasn't so much her perfect shape or ravishingly good 

looks, although those aspects clearly affected Donald more than he cared to admit, but it was 

rather the simple fact that she had a pulse. Most of the new zombie secretaries that his company 
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produced had equally stunning figures, but Donald just couldn't go in for that sort of thing. It 

had bothered him much more when he was younger and part of the lower levels of Koestler 

Biological, since back then he was in constant contact with the "Certain Product" that his 

company was famous for producing. However, time had helped distance him from the real 

aspect of his work. Time and good connections that was. Basically, Donald had risen to his 

position as the number three man of Koestler Biological by hanging onto the coat tails of his one 

time lover, Courtney Soffner. 

Ah, Courtney. Just the thought of her body could still excite Donald, even though he 

hadn't been with her for more than twenty years. Ever since the night she'd had her 

zombie ... thing (lover was just not a word he could use with zombies) beat him and throw him 

out, her physical body had become more appealing to him. Her mind, on the other hand, he 

detested. She was still as fierce and competitive in business as she ever was, if not more so since 

a lust for money and power had taken her over completely. This lust had benefited Donald 

though. Even after she had thrown him out of her love life, Courtney still knew Donald's 

abilities and, as such, had dragged him to the top along behind her. 

And with that rise to the top had come money and power. Enough in fact that he was 

listed in the Fortune 5000 as one of the richest five thousand people in the world. The money 

also allowed him to hire a real, living staff rather than dead zombies to work for him. Just as 

zombie servants were a fashion of the rich before Koestler's scientists had made them cheaper 

than living labor, now the living were fashionable as servants since they cost more. The strange 

fact, though, was that the living really didn't cost much more since so many of the lower classes 

were out of work and starving for employment. 
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That thought once again jogged Donald's mind back to the present. The large digital 

clock on the wall was just passing 4 :45. Damn. The last of his work would have to wait for the 

following day since he needed to be at the school by five. He shoved the stacks of paper into the 

top drawer of his desk, next to a small, brown leather case that had been in the drawer for years, 

and then made for the door. 

*** 

Second looked up from his computer terminal, rubbed the sleep from his eyes, and looked 

around. Yet another normal, boring day at the office. If you could call spying on over four 

dozen different Koestler Biological personnel for Ms. Courtney Soffner a normal job. Second's 

job was to monitor, secretly, the top Koestler officials and then report on their activities to 

Courtney so that she could have an edge on them in every meeting. It was he who, almost 

single-handedly, had made her rise to the top as swift as it was. She, in turn, had given him the 

one thing he most desired: continued life. 

You see, Second had been an early candidate for the secret testing of zombie 

electro processors in living human minds. The original idea, which of course had been 

Courtney's, was to find a way to control living humans as easily as dead ones. Ultimately, 

however, the project had been a disaster. All twenty-seven of the candidates, Second excepted, 

had died within hours after the process. Apparently, one of the two electroprocessors installed in 

Second had been faulty and so had remained inactive, keeping Second alive. The other 

electroprocessor worked fine. However, it was too inefficient to control Second; it could only 

intensify certain feelings. Courtney had discovered this fact, of course, and had had the 

electroprocessor intensify his love and loyalty to her. Now he was her willing assistant, forced to 
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do her dirty work. That thought brought Second back to his duties. He put the final touches on 

his report of the day's activities and headed for Courtney's office. 

As he walked into her lavish office, Second once again noticed Courtney's beauty. Her 

sharp curves and soft facial features excited him almost every time he saw her. Sadly, though, 

she would never have him. She had several zombie companions that she desired much more 

than him. When Courtney, who had been on the vidphone, noticed his arrival, she abruptly 

ended her conversation and turned to him. 

"So, my little living zombie," she spoke, "what do you have for me today?" 

"Well, uh, not much Ms. Soffner. Here is my official report for the day, " he said as he 

set the report down for her to peruse later. "Basically, there isn't much news, except that 

Koestler and Branson are having a meeting on Friday to which you haven't been invited. Oh, 

and Branson left early again." 

"Really? And you still don't know where he's been going in the afternoons?" 

"No. His chauffeur has been very adept at losing my trackers well before Branson has 

reached wherever it is that he goes. No worries though. By tomorrow we should have a tracer 

installed in his limousine to track him down." 

"Hrmn. What about this meeting with Koestler? Have you been able to install the 

microcameras in Koestler's office so we can listen in?" 

"Uh, that little piece of work is scheduled for tomorrow when Koestler will be out 

planning his retirement party on Saturday evening. The devices will be in place well before 

Friday, however." 

"Wonderful. And what news is there on the new production line? Will it be operational 

on schedule?" 
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"Yes, Ms. Soffner. Everything is proceeding exactly as planned." 

"Excellent, Second. I've always known I could count on you. Keep up the good work 

and we'll find out just what Koestler and Branson are attempting to do behind my back. After 

all, I have to insure the future of my company." 

"Yes, Ms. Soffner." Second replied. 

*** 

As the sleek limousine slipped out the underground entrance and past the robotic rifle 

emplacements, Donald eased back into the leather cushions of the car. He knew where he was 

going was a risky venture, especially for someone in a position like his at Koestler Biological, 

but he simply couldn't resist. His weekly visits to the various schools within the poor districts of 

the city were physically dangerous even at the best oftimes, but that wasn't what was causing his 

worry. What was causing it was the fact that ifhe was discovered secretly visiting and funding 

several schools for the living in the poor district, his position at Koestler could be in jeopardy. It 

wasn't so much that Donald liked his job (in fact, he hated most of it), but if he lost his job, then 

both the living schools and his live staff would lose their incomes as well. 

"We've arrived, Mr. Branson." The abrupt intrusion of his chauffeur's voice again 

brought Donald out of his reverie. 

"Thank you, Jonathan," he replied as he began to ease himself out the opened car door. 

He immediately headed up the large stone steps into the building in front of him. At the top of 

the steps was Ms. Jones, the school headmaster, who quickly ushered Donald inside. 

"It was nice of you to come again so soon after your last visit," she told him, as they 

proceeded down the corridor. "The younger children do so enjoy it when you spend time with 

them." 
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"Well, frankly Dolores, I think I get more out of these visits with the children than they 

do. They're the one bright spot in my life. I just hope they get something out of the school so 

that they can escape the life Koestler Biological forced them into here in the poor district. What 

with no work for their parents except for selling their bodies as future zombies, it's a wonder 

these children are here at all." 

"I know what you mean, Mr. Branson. Well, here we are," she said as they arrived at one 

of the classrooms. "I hope you have a good time. Oh, and before I forget, after you're through 

with the children, r d like you to meet with a friend of mine who should be stopping by. He is 

very anxious to meet with you." Donald's anxiety rose sharply with the mention of a "friend" 

who knew he was there, since no one was supposed to know he was there. However, before he 

had a chance to speak, Ms. Jones abruptly turned on her heel and headed back down the hall to 

her office. Before he could call after her, the classroom door opened, and the teacher ushered 

him inside. 

*** 

"Whew! I don't think I've had that much fun in my whole life!" Donald said to the 

teacher as they both waved good-bye to the leaving children from the steps of the school. 

"They sure do enjoy your visits, Mr. Branson," an unfamiliar voice from behind replied. 

Donald somewhat fearfully turned around to face the new voice but, thankfully, was surprised by 

what he saw. Behind him stood Ms. Jones with her arm around the waist ofa rugged young 

man, the owner of the voice that had just spoke. 

"Mr. Branson," spoke Ms. Jones, "I'd like you to meet my husband. We would very 

much appreciate it if you would join us inside my office to discuss a ... business proposition." 
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"Uh, sure," replied Donald, still stunned by the fact the headmaster he himself had 

reviewed and selected for the position had managed to keep a relationship secret, especially from 

someone of his resources. As he followed them inside and sat down in the chair offered by Ms. 

Jones, he wondered just what this "business proposition" of theirs was. 

Ms. Jones' husband spoke first. "Basically, Mr. Branson, I have come here on behalf of 

my organization to ask for help, help that only you can give." 

"Your organization? Pardon me, Mr .... I'm sorry, I didn't catch your name?" 

"Actually. I didn't give one. For safety reasons you may refer to me as Jones." 

"Yes, thank you. Mr. Jones,just what exactly is this organization of yours that needs my 

help and my help only? If it is money your business requires, a secret meeting such as this isn't 

necessary. You could just stop by my office and, if your cause is worthy, I can guarantee you 

some sort of donation." 

"Actually, Mr. Branson, my organization doesn't need any more money, at least, not 

from you. What we need is information ... about your company." 

"What!" Donald said as he leapt to his feet. "What do you mean you need information 

about my company and what is this talk about not needing any more money from me?!! What's 

going on here?" 

"Let me cut to the chase, Mr. Branson," Jones replied. "I work for an underground 

organization that is currently working to put an end to Koestler Biological and the zombification 

technology. We've been monitoring you and your activities for some time and know that you 

are the most influential person working for Koestler that really doesn't like what Koestler does. 

I mean, after all, you helped fund the invention of these." At that moment Jones pulled from his 

pocket a small metal baton. It was one of the Zombie Attack Preventers, or ZAPs as they were 
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better known. Those small handheld devices were one of the first devices Donald had looked 

into producing after he had joined Koestler. Basically, they were small electric devices that, 

when brought in contact with a zombie, would disrupt the electroprocessors that were embedded 

in the neurocortex and controlled the zombie's actions and body processes. It was the 

electroprocessors that had revolutionized the zombification process and made it affordable. Yet 

it was the ZAPs that had saved countless lives and property, since criminals couldn't used 

zombies as henchmen because a simple touch with a ZAP disabled them. Nowadays, most living 

people carried them on keychains for protection. 

Jones continued, "Yes, these wonderful little ZAPs that you helped create. Well, our 

people have perfected them so that now they don't simply disrupt zombies' electroprocessors but 

instead destroy them. But I digress. I still haven't given you any answers to your questions. To 

answer your first question, what information we want from you, Mr. Branson, is the location of 

the data storage centers of Koestler Biological that contain the technical specs for the 

electroprocessors. We know that there are at least five sites scattered around the country where 

Koestler keeps its top-secret information, but we're pretty sure there are more. That's where you 

come in, Mr. Branson. We would like you to find out those locations and turn them over to us. 

Once we have them, we can destroy them and start our massive campaign of pennanently 

shutting down all of the zombies." 

"And what about my second question, Mr. Jones?" Donald replied with the only thought 

that came to mind. 

"Well, I sort of already answered that one. Much of our organization's funding, funding 

for these new ZAPs and for other weapons to take out the data storage centers and zombie 

factories, has been siphoned off from the generous, secret donations you've been funneling into 
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the poor district schools. And so now I must ask you, Mr. Branson ... Donald, will you help 

us?" 

As Jones' question hung in the air like a ball waiting to be caught, Donald looked around 

the room. He couldn't believe all that he had just heard. He had been dreaming of a revolution 

against Koestler ever since the night Courtney had dragged him into the horrible business of 

death, yet he'd never believed that one would ever occur. That was why he had started the 

schools. He wanted to help the people whose lives he had destroyed; however he'd been afraid 

to do anything more for fear of failure. Now it was his moment to choose. Would he help end 

his career in an attempt to bring about what he'd always most desired, or would he chicken out 

because of his fear? 

''I'm in," Donald replied. 

*** 

As Donald walked into the cool semi-darkness of Koestler's office, a dramatic change 

from the scorching heat of the late Friday afternoon outside, he again wondered just what 

Koestler had wanted to see him about. He hoped it was about Koestler's upcoming retirement, 

for then the meeting would be brief and Donald could get back to discreetly tracking down the 

last remaining data storage centers' locations. However, if the meeting was about something 

else, well, Donald could only pray that it wasn't about his recent activities. 

"Please come in and have a seat, Donald," Koestler's voice wafted out of the gloom. As 

Donald's eyes adjusted to the low light he realized that Koestler was sitting behind his large, 

pseudo-mahogany desk. He apparently had been waiting for Donald's arrival, for as Donald 

approached his desk the lights were raised slightly and a chair materialized out of the floor for 

Donald. 
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"We have a lot to talk about, Donald," Koestler began. "However, I'm afraid I'm an old 

man, and so I'm going to try to keep this short so as not to bore you too much." 

"You have never been a bore, sir," Donald replied instantly, in order to cover up what 

was left of the apprehension he had felt entering the office. 

"Thank you, Donald. However you needn't be so polite. I've heard enough flattery in 

my lifetime to fill a roomful of data modules. That was one of the reasons I invented the 

zombification process. I just wanted a few servants who'd remain quiet while they served me." 

"I'm sorry, sir," Donald replied. 

"No need to be, my boy. You have been a compassionate individual, and I always have 

admired that about you. Now, let's get down to business. The simple fact is, I'm retiring on 

Saturday, but before I do, I need to make sure that everything will be taken care of here at 

Koestler Biological. As you know, I am turning over leadership of the company to Courtney, for 

we both know she's earned it." 

"That's very true, sir," Donald replied, feeling more at ease now that the conversation 

had turned in a safe direction. 

"Yes, well, as the case may be, Donald, one person alone simply cannot run the entire 

company. Courtney will need all the help she can get, and I want you to be the one to give it." 

"Yes, sir." 

"Now, Donald, I need you to understand that you need to be her right-hand man, just as 

she was mine for all these years. You need to take care of all the little details that she took care 

of for me so that Koestler Biological will thrive in the future. Because of this, effective 

immediately, I am supplying you with access to the secure data files of the company. Much of 

the information is highly classified, and only you and Courtney will have access to it. In this 
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way the company will be secure in case one of you, heaven forbid, is lost to us. So, are you 

ready for the responsibility?" 

"Yes, sir!" Donald replied as he rose to shake the hand Koestler had stuck out to him. 

"This is more than I could have hoped for sir." 

*** 

"So, Koestler's giving Donald the same company access I have," Courtney commented to 

Second as she looked up from the viewing monitor from which they had been watching Donald 

and Koestler's meeting. 

"Will this create any complications for your plans?" Second spoke up mildly, his eyes 

glued to her wonderfully curved form. 

"It might, but I have been expecting Koestler to make a move like this for some time. 

After all, when he made me Vice-CEO he gave me the same access he had and spouted off the 

same reasons to me. Donald shouldn't be much of a problem though, for if we keep him in the 

dark about the new line of ZAP-proof zombies until after they're released, I should be able to get 

rid of him just as we begin to reap the benefits of our new zombies. To be on the safe side, 

though, keep monitoring him for the rest of the afternoon to see what he does with his newfound 

power and alert me of any new developments." 

"Yes, Ms. Soffner." 

*** 

Donald practically skipped back to his office after his meeting with Koestler. Now he 

had access to all of the Koestler Biological data files. It would be a snap for him to look up the 

locations of the data storage centers and give them to Jones. The only problem was that he 

couldn't risk transmitting the locations by vidphone or computer. The computer systems 
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monitoring Koestler Biological were so sophisticated that they monitored all external data 

transmissions. If any classified data was detected in an external transmission then the 

transmission was immediately deactivated and the location of transmittal was locked down until 

security arrived. Not even data storage modules or classified documents were allowed out of the 

building. No, Donald would have to memorize the locations and deliver them to Jones in person. 

As Donald sat down at his desk he immediately accessed the location files. He figured 

any monitoring of his activity would be dismissed as playful indulgence in the use of his new 

powers. He brought up the data files and set to work memorizing the locations. Surprisingly, 

there were nine different locations spread across the globe, two more than Donald had thought 

existed. Probably Courtney had been behind the establishment of the additional locations since 

she harbored a deep paranoia about industrial espionage. 

After fifteen minutes of intense studying, Donald felt confident in his memorization of 

the location coordinates. He then picked up the vidphone and placed a call to the school. Ms. 

Jones answered the vidphone. 

"Hello, Dolores," Donald spoke up immediately. "How have you been, my dear?" 

"Fine, Donald," she replied, quickly falling into the cover of young feminine 

acquaintance that he had decided she would play whenever he made contact. "Are you in need 

of my services?" 

"Yes, Dolores. Tomorrow night my employer is having a retirement party, and I'm 

afraid I'm without an escort. Would it be possible for you to accompany me?" 

"Well, this is short notice, Donald, and I do have an acquaintance coming in to visit me. 

However if I can bring him along as a third wheel, I can make it. Is that acceptable?" she said, 
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reciting word for word the contact plan Jones had come up with should Donald obtain the 

information before Koestler's retirement party. 

"Of course, my dear. There should be many interesting young ladies at this soiree to 

keep your acquaintance occupied for the evening. The party begins at seven, so I will send my 

car around for you about six, if that's all right?" 

"That would be wonderful, Donald. Until tomorrow." 

"Until tomorrow, Dolores." Donald answered and deactivated the vidphone. He then 

removed the small leather case from the drawer of his desk and placed it in his jacket pocket. 

"Let's pray this works," he whispered to the empty room as he headed to the door. "Let's 

pray this works." 

*** 

Second picked himself up from the sprawled mass of the two technicians he had bowled 

over and continued his mad dash towards Courtney's office. He knew that what he had just seen 

Donald Branson do would either greatly intrigue or greatly worry Courtney, which was what had 

caused his mad dash. He wasn't sure which it would be, but if she found out that he had delayed 

even a moment in bringing her the information, he could be in serious trouble. His only real 

hope was that she became intrigued by the fact that now she had evidence to get rid of Donald, 

for if she was worried instead of intrigued, Second might not escape the wrath that would follow. 

As he rounded the comer he skidded to a halt mere seconds before colliding head-on with 

a pair of Courtney's zombie bodyguards. Both of them stared blankly down at him as he gazed 

wildly about, trying to find a path around them and into Courtney's office. 

"Move, you stupid piles of flesh! I have to see Ms. Soffner immediately! It is a matter of 

some importance! I have information that she has to see!" Second shouted at the two, who 
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remained passive throughout the entire tirade. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity to 

Second, one of them matched his face to the photo list of admitted visitors it was holding and 

stepped aside to allow him passage. Second sprinted the last few meters into Courtney's office 

and up to her desk. She had been busy with the piles of paperwork, but upon seeing the state that 

Second was in, she immediately brushed it aside. 

"Watch this!" he gasped out as he handed her the recording he had made of Donald's 

latest activities. "Irs important!" 

Second stood panting while Courtney scanned the recording for a second time. By the 

time she was halfway through her third viewing he had caught his breath: however he lost it 

again when Courtney spoke. 

"Get a pair of the new ZAP-proof prototypes ready for a trial run. We're going to drop in 

on Branson tomorrow night before Koestler's party and interrupt his little meeting." 

"Ye-es, Ms. Soffner," Second whispered. 

*** 

Donald circled around the large desk within his study for what seemed like the fiftieth 

time since he had sent his car to Ms. Jones' apartment. He tried to tell himself that all his worry 

was for nothing, but he couldn't shake the feeling of dread that was nagging him at the back of 

his mind. 

"They'll be here, they'll be here," he whispered to himself as he rounded the front left 

corner of his desk. Just as he passed his large rolling chair, he heard a door open and then close 

down the hall. 

"Maybe that's them!" he cried out as he dashed to the door. He raced out into the hall, 

but the only person he saw was one of the upstairs maids proceeding towards the staircase. As 
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he turned to reenter his office he paused to gaze at his reflection in one of the hall mirrors. Even 

though he was dressed in a stunningly elegant black tuxedo, with his hair slicked back in the 

style that was the current fashion, he still could not help but see the fear in his face. His eyes 

seemed dark and sunken while a thin film of sweat coated his brow. He removed a handkerchief 

from his pocket to wipe his face, and, as he did so, his hand brushed up against the brown leather 

case in his pocket. As his fingers lingered over the soft, curved edges of the case, he gained a 

brief sense of calm, but the feeling subsided and the fear returned when he removed his hand 

from the pocket. 

Suddenly, he heard another sound from down the hall. He whirled from the mirror to 

find his housekeeper, Sadie, proceeding down the hall, followed by Jones and Dolores. 

Apparently, he had been so preoccupied staring into the mirror that he hadn't even heard the car 

drive up or their entrance at the front door. Both of them looked amazing, done up in elaborate 

evening wear so as not to give even the supposedly loyal household servants any cause for 

SUspICIon. 

"Ah, good! You're here!" Donald gushed as he rapidly moved to meet them. "Thank 

you for escorting them to me, Sadie. Now if you would, please go downstairs and make sure 

Jonathan has the car ready for our departure in a few minutes. After that, please alert the rest of 

the staff that they can have the rest of the evening to themselves." 

"Yes, Mr. Branson," Sadie replied, as she turned to head back down the hall. 

Donald then turned to his companions and ushered them into his study. After following 

them inside he immediately closed the door and activated the electronic interference screens to 

insure their conversation wasn't overheard. 
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Jones came right to the point. "Where is the infonnation? I have a car waiting for me 

less than a block from here to deliver myself and the infonnation to our people so that we can 

strike quickly." 

"It's right here," Donald said, as he moved to his safe and pressed his eye to the retinal 

scanner lock. "I made two copies from memory. I figure you can take one, and I'll keep the 

other here in case something goes wrong." 

"Excellent," Jones replied as he took the small data file from Donald's outstretched hand. 

"Now, you and Dolores proceed to the party so as not to arouse any suspicion. If all goes well, 

the fireworks should start just a few hours into Koestler's little party. Our people are already in 

position to destroy the zombie factories, and we have a dozen teams standing by to travel to the 

data storage centers to take them out as well. After that we will begin to distribute the new ZAPs 

so that all surviving zombies can be eliminated." 

"OK, then," Donald replied as he headed towards the door. "Let's g-." Before Donald 

could finish his sentence, the door was wrenched off its frame and tossed to the floor. In the 

doorway stood the frozen frames of two large zombies who immediately entered the room 

followed by Courtney and Second. From his position, Donald could see the inert bodies of 

several of his employees strewn along the hall. 

"I'm afraid you're not going anywhere, Donald," Courtney spoke coolly. "At least, not 

until we have a little chat first. After that, if I'm in a good mood, I'll let you go on a short trip .. 

. to Hell." 

Donald was frozen where he stood. How could all of their plans end like this, when they 

were so close to getting what he had always wanted? When he was finally able to tear his gaze 

from Courtney's hideously satisfied smile to look at Dolores and Jones, he was surprised. Jones 
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had obviously planned for this possibility. In his hand he held a small ZAP, the same one he had 

shown Donald the day they met. 

However, Courtney also noticed the ZAP. "I'm afraid that little device will be useless in 

this instance, you anti-zombie scum. These two I've brought along have come straight from our 

new line. Our new ZAP-proofline, that is. They are impervious to the affects of all ordinary 

ZAPs." 

"Really," Jones replied smoothly. "Well then, it's a good thing that this ZAP isn't 

ordinary." And with that, Jones leapt forward and smacked the nearest zombie with the ZAP. 

The creature immediately collapsed onto the floor. The second zombie, in reaction to the attack, 

lunged at Jones and batted the ZAP from his hand. It rolled to a stop in front of Second, who 

cautiously picked it up. The zombie's contact with the ZAP, however, had spelled its doom. It 

fell to the floor where it joined its partner in an eerie, second death. 

"Noooo!" Courtney screamed. "It's not possible! All of our tests showed that ZAPs had 

no affect on this new line! What did you do to them?" 

Before Jones could supply her with an answer, however, she leapt toward him, apparently 

ready to attack him herself since her zombie henchmen were gone. Before she made three steps 

though, she was stopped abruptly by the sight of Donald's outstretched arm. In his fist he held a 

small silver revolver, the former contents of the brown leather case that now lay at his feet. 

"H-Hold it right there, Courtney," Donald stammered. "It's over for you and this filthy 

business you dragged me into all those years ago. The dead need to remain dead, not paraded 

around as slaves for the likes of you." 

"B-But Donald, dear," Courtney cooed as she attempted to regain her composure. 

"You're not going to kill me. You can't kill me. You're still in love with me, aren't you?" 
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"Quickly, Donald, shoot her or give me the gun, and I'll do it!" Jones yelled. "We don't 

have the time to deal with her. 1 must get this infonnation to our people!" 

"1-1 can't! I don't have it in me to kill anyone ... even her," Donald whispered as his 

hand wavered and then lowered. "I just can't!" 

In that moment, Second reacted, beating even Jones' catlike reflexes to reach the gun 

first. He slid the weapon from Donald's limp hand and turned it on Jones. Yet before anyone 

could speak, he swung his ann around, pointed the gun at Courtney, and fired. 

"} can," he said simply, his eyes glued to her crumpled fonn. When he finally was able 

to look up into the surprised faces surrounding him, he only answered, "That new ZAP of yours 

really works. Thank you for setting me free." 

*** 

As Donald sipped the cool champagne his mind once again wandered from the polite 

small talk one of Koestler's underlings had been making with him. He and Dolores were now 

sitting in the large banquet hall of Koestler Biological's main office complex where Koestler's 

retirement party was in full swing. Neither of them had really touched their food throughout the 

entire meal, the ordeal they had just been through still fresh in their minds. 

"I say, Mr. Branson, did you hear me?" the words of the underling once again thrusting 

through Donald's reverie. 

"I'm sorry, Charles. My mind must be elsewhere. What did you say?" Donald replied 

drably. 

"I said, did you see the action over at Mr. Koestler's table? One of his aides brought him 

a message, and after reading it, he jumped up and raced out of the room. 1 hope nothing is 

wrong." 
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Slowly, the chair turned around and Koestler's form materialized in the moonlight. He 

seemed shrunken and distant, and when he spoke, it was an altogether different voice than the 

one Donald had known. 

"So, Branson, you're finally here. At least they didn't get you, too." 

"What's that, sir? Get me, too? What's going on here? What's happened?" Donald's 

torrent of questions tumbled out, yet he was almost afraid of what answers he would hear from 

Koestler. Had Jones been successful? Koestler's appearance seemed to suggest so, but Donald 

needed to hear the words from Koestler's own mouth before he would believe any of it. 

"Well, Branson, I guess you should hear it from me," the tired, hollow voice droned on. 

"We're through. Koestler Biological that is. Some radical group has destroyed all of our 

factories and data storage centers. All of our zombie research and development has been 

destroyed, and the zombies are sure to follow. The group claiming responsibility says that they 

kidnapped Courtney and forced the information from her before they ... 'executed her for her 

crimes' as they put it. They said that the zombification process has been harming the living for 

long enough, and now it's time for the dead to return to where they belong, the ground. I guess 

today really was a good day to retire. My only regret is that now you're out of work, too, 

Donald. I just can't figure out how so many people could have hated my work ... my creations, 

without my fmding out." 

As Donald stood there, feeling as if the heavy burden that had been his life had been 

lifted up off him, he spoke, "It's amazing just what people can keep bottled up inside them, Mr. 

Koestler. They can try to keep their fear and anger hidden away inside them, but at some point it 

all comes boiling up to the surface. It's just a fact of life sir-~me of the most basic characteristics 

of the living." 
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CommentaIy 

"The Living" holds a very unique place in my collection (and in my heart) because it is 

the first short story I wrote in college as well the first science fiction story I ever wrote. In case 

you haven't guessed already, I am a very big fan of science fiction, and I was pleased when I had 

the chance to actually sit down and write something in the genre. I wrote "The Living" in the 

fall of 1998 when I was a sophomore. I note this only because I wrote it for a junior-level 

humanities seminar on science fiction as literature. The class was the first opportunity I had in 

college to really sit down with a group of people and simply talk about and review a variety of 

short stories (for those of you who don't know, most undergraduate literature courses make you 

read and write on literature, but they rarely seem to allow you to discuss the merits of a work). 

Anyway, the idea for the story came from one of the class discussions centered on "The Dead," a 

story we'd read by Michael Swanwick. In the discussion it quickly became clear that the 

majority of the class felt Swanwick's main character, Donald, was unredeemable. As you can 

see from my story, I had a very opposite reaction to the character and wrote my story to try to 

prove the others wrong. 

Nevertheless, as I look back on the story today, I can still fmd many problems and 

changes that I'd make. A major concern I have is with the length. As a typical short story it is 

not overly lengthy; however I notice now that much of my narration and dialogue is 

exceptionally wordy. Perhaps the most obvious example of t his is the scene where Ms. Jones 

introduces Donald to her husband, who wants Donald to help their resistance movement. This 

scene runs on for three pages, from page 22 to page 25. Another problem I can see now is my 

transitions, particularly between flashbacks and the present in the story. On at least three 

separate occasions in the narrative (pages 17, 21, and 34), I describe a character as being 
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awakened from a "reverie" by some action in the present. Although this is not necessarily a bad 

way to transition, using the exact same word choice in each instance is repetitive and very 

distracting to a reader. 

There are also other smaller problems within the story, most of which center on the idea 

of "telling" rather than "showing," a common problem writers face, myself possibly more so 

than others. What I mean by this is that, in many of my stories, I tend to "tell" a reader the way a 

character is feeling or why he does something, rather than show the emotion or action and have it 

convey my point. For example, on page 31, when Donald is running his fingers over the case in 

which he has a gun, I say "he gained a brief sense of calm, but the feeling subsided and the fear 

returned when he removed his hand." By actually naming the feelings Donald is experiencing, I 

am "telling" the reader about his emotional state. A better way to convey this information would 

have been to "show" Donald's feelings through some type of action, perhaps having him smile 

while his hand is on the case, but then have him start sweating again once he removes his hand. 

In other instances in the story, I create the same "tell" versus "show" problem in the 

dialogue, when I have characters talk about things that they normally wouldn't mention in a 

typical conversation, but which I include in order to get the information across to the reader. A 

good example of this can be found on pages 21-22, where Donald and Ms. Jones talk about the 

lives of the poor children. This is information the reader needs to know but which should be 

delivered through narration or shown through description, not written as dialogue. Both of the 

characters already know this information and as such wouldn't normally say it in everyday 

speech. These problems are typical ones that most writers face, which is another reason why I 

included this story in this collection. I hope that as you continue to read each story you will 

begin to see less and less of them as part of the evolution of my work. 
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Prelude to 
A Civil Action 

This title, while not reflecting any particular part of the story itself, refers to the 
movie from which the author obtained his ideas for this short story 



For the third time since she had begun that morning, Julie looked around at all the boxes 

piled in her new living room. She still couldn't believe that she and Sam had been living in their 

own new house for a month and they still hadn't finished unpacking. The movers had left close 

to a third of the boxes "conveniently" stacked in the living room, most of which were situated 

under the large bay window that provided a panoramic view of the downstream portion of 

Felicity Creek. Almost all of the boxes were still sealed up tightly; however several had been 

hastily tom open in the search for needed clothing or toys for Sam. 

She sighed as she turned back to the box in front of her. Inside was another random 

assortment of household items that had been hastily packed up over a month ago. Slowly she 

emptied the box a few items at a time, deciding as she went along where each needed to go. First 

there was a set of towels to be stashed away in the linen closet. Underneath the towels she found 

a cardboard box containing drinking glasses, and beneath that was another stack of Sam's 

coloring books. As she piled the last of the books in a straight stack on the floor, she noticed one 

final object in the bottom of the box - it was the TV remote. As she reached in and removed it 

from the box, she thought how happy Sam would be; earlier he had complained of having to 

walk to the TV to change the channel. "Like the ancients did," he had put it. 

"Ah, Sam," she thought to herself, "1 wish you were here. Mommy hates unpacking by 

herself." Sam, however, had gone out earlier to see his new little friend, Charlie, who lived 

down the street. "He makes friends so easily that he doesn't spend much time with me 

anymore," she thought as she placed the remote on the coffee table in front of the couch. She 

then turned and picked up the box of glasses and headed for the kitchen. "Oh well, it's not like a 

six-year-old would like helping me put these boring things away anyway." 

*** 
"Mommy, what are those buildings over there?" 
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The sound of Sam's voice brought Julie out of her reverie. Once again she found herself 

lost in the magnificence of the scenery that was serenely slipping past her car window. Ever 

since she had arrived, the lush green landscape of the surrounding New England hills had 

continuously caught her attention. The dense clusters of trees seemed to wrap around her like a 

cool embrace. It looked just as beautiful as it had when she was a child. Except for the filthy, 

sprawling buildings situated along the once serene upper end of Felicity Creek that Sam had just 

inquired about. 

"Well, that one there is a leather tanning facility, and the other one is an ironworks," she 

replied to his question. 

"They look really ugly," Sam continued. "They make the water and the trees look all old 

and dirty." 

"I know, Sam, but they give jobs to a lot of people around here." 

"Yeah, well they're still ugly and should be cleaned up. I don't like them." 

"Well, try not to think about them, honey. Let's try to focus on all the fun we're going to 

have today, what with you starti~g a new school and Mommy starting her new job. You're 

going to have so much fun meeting all your new classmates that you won't have time to think 

about those ugly old factories." 

"OK, Mommy," Sam replied as he turned to stare out his own window, away from the 

passing buildings. Julie's eyes, however, lingered a moment longer on the structures. The 

ghastly destruction of the creek and vegetation surrounding the two factories provided a dark 

contrast to the lush greenery of the rest of the area. A sad feeling ofloss touched her heart for 

the crystal beauty of Felicity Creek that was now only a fading memory of her childhood. 
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Quickly pushing the thought aside, however, she made herself follow her own advice and turned 

her thoughts to the day that lay ahead of her. 

*** 
"What a week! Thank goodness it's over!" Julie sighed to herself as she closed the front 

door behind her. After having spent the entire day answering phones and staring at a computer 

screen she was ready to kick offher shoes and take a nap. She really enjoyed her new job at the 

local phannacy, but after five long days of arguing with doctors, filling prescriptions, and 

updating records, she was ready for a break. Thankfully, the weekend had finally arrived, and 

she could look forward to two wonderful days of peace and relaxation. She and Sam would be 

able stay home all weekend long doing nothing but eating pizza and watching television. 

The thought of Sam brought her mind back to the present. She hung up her coat and 

purse and headed for the kitchen. She needed to start making something for dinner before Mrs. 

Peterson brought Sam home. Sheila Peterson was a friendly, elderly neighbor that Julie had 

hired as an afternoon baby-sitter for Sam. She was really very sweet and an excellent choice for 

a baby-sitter. having raised three children of her own, one of which, unfortunately, had died from 

some sort of accidental poisoning. When Julie had first learned of the death from one of the 

neighbors, she found it difficult to believe. Sheila seemed to possess a lust for life that, in Julie's 

experience, was unrivaled. Julie could not even begin to imagine her life without her child, 

without Sam. 

As she placed a frozen pizza into the warming oven, Julie heard the front door open, 

followed by a shuffling of feet. She turned around to find Sam strolling into the kitchen, 

followed by Sheila. 

"Hi, Mom!" Sam gushed. "What's for dinner? Smells like pizza. I hope it's pepperoni." 
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"Hello, Sweetie," Julie replied. "Yes it's pepperoni, but if you don't go put your school 

bag away and wash your hands, you're not going to get any." 

"Ah, Mom, do I have to?" 

"Yes, you do. Now go. Mrs. Peterson and I are going to have a little talk. When you're 

finished washing up, then we'll sit down and eat." 

"Ok. I'll be back before you know it," answered Sam as he dashed past her and through 

the doorway leading to the stairs and his bedroom. Julie then turned to Sheila, who had 

remained quiet throughout the entire homecoming, but who clearly looked as if she had 

something to say. 

"What is it, Sheila?" Julie asked her as she moved to a cabinet and removed a glass 

pitcher, which she filled with sparkling crystal water from the tap. Slowly she stirred into the 

liquid a packet of lime Kool-Aid. "Something is clearly bothering you. I can tell from the look 

on your face. If it's about your check, I have it right here." She then moved to the counter where 

she had left the check earlier that morning. 

"No, it's not that, but thank you," answered Sheila as she took the check from Julie's 

outstretched hand. "It's about Sam. When I picked him up from school today, his teacher came 

out with him, and he was very pale. She said he had looked that way all afternoon, after their 

snack of cookies and Kool-Aid. But when I asked Sam how he felt, he said he was fme and 

acted as if nothing was wrong." 

"He looked fine just now," Julie answered as she removed the bubbling pizza from the 

oven, "but maybe I had better take him to the doctor tomorrow. What do you think?" 

"Oh, I don't know if that will be necessary. After we arrived at my house, he took a nap, 

and by the time he awoke, his color had returned. I think he'll be fine, but you had better keep 
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an eye on him. 1 guess I just got a little worried when 1 saw him this afternoon. 1 think it was 

because my Johnny used to look like that before we ... lost him," Sheila replied as she turned 

away, her eyes slowly misting over. Julie, noticing the swelling tears fonning in the older 

woman's eyes, quickly rushed to her side and placed an ann around her shoulder. 

"There, there, Sheila. It'll be all right." 

"No, no, I'm sorry," Sheila sobbed. "I'm just an irrational old woman who's letting her 

memories control her." 

"Now don't you talk like that. You're a wonderful woman, and I'm glad that 1 have 

someone like you to take care of Sam while I'm at work. Now, why don't you have a seat here 

at the table and join me and Sam for dinner?" 

"Oh, I couldn't impose," Sheila replied as she began to wipe the tears from her eyes, "and 

besides, I need to get home anyway. Tonight's the night that my Sarah calls. You know she's 

away at college? The first of my family to go. I'm so very proud of her." 

"I can imagine. Well then, let's get you on your way so you don't keep her Waiting," 

Julie replied, as she led Sheila to the door. "Thanks again for watching Sammy. We'll see you 

again next week." 

"I can't wait," Sheila answered softly as she walked to her car. "Good-bye, Julie." 

"Good-bye, Sheila," Julie echoed as she watched the car disappear down the road. She 

then turned back to the house and reentered the kitchen, where she found Sammy already digging 

into the pizza. 

"What, you didn't even wait for me?" she mock-cried as she walked to the table. 

"Sorry, Mom, but I was too hungry, and you know pepperoni is my favorite," he 

answered, his mouth still full of the cheesy dish. 
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"Well, give me a slice before you eat it all!" she answered with a laugh as she slipped 

into her chair. "I'm pretty hungry myself1" 

*** 
"Mom, I don't feel good." 

The sound of Sam's voice made Julie look up from the magazine she had been reading. 

She thought he had gone to bed after the sound of his video games had ceased twenty minutes 

earlier, but clearly he was still awake. He walked over to stand in front of her chair and entered 

the small sphere of light from the table lamp, and as he did, she caught her first glimpse of him. 

His face was a horrible gray-white, the color of violent storm clouds. As she took him into her 

arms and felt his head for signs of a fever, her mind raced back to her earlier conversation with 

Sheila. 

"Oh my, Sammy! You look terrible! I think we had better go see the doctor right now!" 

She then stood up, but Sam was no longer listening at her. He had fallen limp in her arms, 

clearly unconscious, but still breathing. She quickly laid him out on the couch and began to 

shake him. 

"Sam! Sammy! Wake up!" Julie yelled again and again, but all she received in response 

was a slight groan from his unresponsive form. She raced over to the closet, grabbed her purse 

and car keys, and then picked up Sam from the couch and rushed out to her car. She carefully 

laid Sam on the back seat and then leapt into the front seat and headed for the hospital. The inky 

black trees of the darkened forest whipped by her car as she sped along the deserted road. 

Almost nothing could be seen in the dark, moonless night except for the dim, faded stars above 

and the thin yellow strips of paint on the road below that were highlighted by the feeble light 

from the car's headlights. 
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Suddenly, several huge, ominous shapes loomed outside of her window. It took Julie 

several moments to realize that they were nothing more than the darkened forms of the tanning 

facility and the ironworks. The two sets of buildings stood out in the darkness like harbingers of 

death, but Julie was so fraught with worry for Sam that the foreboding thoughts they brought to 

mind were quickly pushed aside as she increased speed. 

*** 
As she pulled the car up to the emergency entrance, Julie pressed down on the hom. The 

shrill noise quickly brought several nurses and orderlies who rushed up to the car. Julie 

immediately leapt from the front seat and cried, "It's my son! He's unconscious!" 

One of the orderlies pulled open the rear door and lifted out Sam's unmoving form. He 

placed Sam on a waiting stretcher and rushed him inside. At the same time, two nurses sprang 

into action. One followed at Sam's side, while the other held Julie back and questioned her. 

"Ma'am, please try to calm down and tell me what happened so that we can help your 

son. Did he fall or ingest something he shouldn't have?" 

"No, no! I don't know what happened to him!" Julie sobbed. "One minute he was 

walking into the living room saying he felt sick, and then the next he just collapsed!" 

"All right, ma'am. Everything will be just fine. They'll take your son to a doctor who'll 

find out just what's wrong with him. If you'll just follow me into the waiting room, we can 

begin filling out some forms." 

"No, I need to be with my son! I can't leave him!" 

"Ma'am, I'm afraid no one is allowed in the operating rooms. But don't worry. The 

doctors will take good care of him, and just as soon as they're fmished, you'll be able to see your 

son," the nurse replied as she led Julie into the hospital. 

*** 
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Julie walked by the dripping water fountain for what seemed like the millionth time since 

the nurse had left her to go back to work. She had been walking up and down the waiting room 

floor for the better part of an hour waiting for news about Sam's condition, yet still no one had 

been out to see her. Every few minutes she glanced at the nurses' station, but it was to no avail. 

The nurses there were somewhat sympathetic, but Julie could tell by their faces that they were 

beginning to tire of her presence. Julie turned to the fountain and bent over to take a drink, but 

as the water began to spray out in a shower of tiny crystal droplets, the doors to the operating 

rooms opened and, from behind them, emerged a man dressed in green hospital scrubs. Catching 

sight of Julie, he began walking towards her. Forgetting all about the drink she was about to 

take, Julie turned from the fountain. 

"Julie Reynolds?" the doctor asked as he neared her. 

"Yes, that's me," she answered. "How is my son? Is he okay? Can I see him?" 

"Your son is fine, Mrs. Reynolds. Right now he's resting quietly in the children's ward. 

I'll take you there shortly, but before I do, I'd like to inform you of his situation. Perhaps we 

should take a seat for a few minutes," the doctor replied as he led Julie to a pair of waiting room 

chairs. 

"Is my son all right? He doesn't have anything serious does he?" Julie worriedly asked 

as she sat back in the chair. "If it's serious, please tell me now. I have to know." 

"Actually, Mrs. Reynolds, your son is quite fine. That's the strange thing. When he 

arrived, he was pale and unconscious, but now we can find nothing wrong with him. We ran a 

series oftests and took some X-rays, but he passed them all with flying colors." 

"So you don't have an explanation as to what caused his collapse?" 
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"In all honesty, no, we don't. However, that doesn't mean you have anything to worry 

about-" 

"Nothing to worry about?! I should think that now I have everything to worry about! 

We've got to find out what made my son sick! I'll need to get the house inspected to see if that's 

what's making him sick. Perhaps the house paint has lead in it, or maybe I'm not feeding him 

enough food, or it's possible that there's something bad in the drinking water or ... " 

"Now calm down, Mrs. Reynolds. Don't go worrying yourself over what was most likely 

nothing. In all likelihood your son's collapse was just a random event that was triggered by 

some bad food he ate or from overexerting himself earlier today. I don't think it will happen to 

him again, but to be on the safe side, we're going to keep him here for the rest of the night. 

However, in the morning you should be able to take him home." 

"So you're sure he's all right?" 

"Yes, Mrs. Reynolds, I'm sure. Now let's go see your son." 

*** 
Julie pressed the remote control and once again flipped through the television channels. 

Unfortunately, nothing seemed to interest her. The last few days clearly had taken their toll. 

Two days ago she had taken Sam home from the hospital, yet still she remained in a daze. She 

had spent the entire weekend watching Sam in order to make sure he was okay, but clearly her 

actions were just motherly worry. Sam had come home from the hospital as fit as ever and 

anxious to forget the entire incident. Julie, however, could not stop thinking about it. That 

morning she had planned to take off work to stay home with him, but he was adamant about 

going to school. He had even balked when she had put orange juice in his thermos instead of the 

regular Kool-Aid she usually made for him. She had tried to convince him that it was just 
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something different, but she could tell he knew she was lying. He knew she was still worried 

about him, and all that morning he had tried to convince her otherwise, but to no avail. 

All day she tried to believe Sam's assurances and concentrate on her work, but her mind 

constantly went back to the night of Sam's collapse. She just couldn't figure out what had made 

him so sick, and the doctor's dismissal of the case as a random anomaly gave her no reassurance. 

Yet Sam seemed to be doing fme now. He had returned home from school that afternoon safe 

and sound, and when she questioned him about his day, he had said that everything had gone 

well. Even Sheila had said he had looked well. In an attempt to hide the worry she still had felt, 

Julie had made him his favorite dinner with a large pitcher of cherry Kool-Aid to go with it. She 

could tell that that time he had believed her sincerity since he had not looked worried and had 

downed several glasses of the watery red liquid. After dinner he went to his room, accompanied 

by a fifth glass of the drink, and there he had remained for the rest of the evening. 

Putting aside her reverie, Julie finally stopped channel surfing, settling on an edition of 

the evening news. Apparently, that afternoon an environmental group had picketed the 

ironworks and the tanning facility. The damage and contamination of Felicity Creek and the 

surrounding area had finally sparked enough attention to get some of the locals riled up. 

"Oh well," thought Julie as her mind again wandered from the television to thoughts of 

self-reproach, "at least my problems aren't as severe as those of the factory owners. I may not be 

taking care of my son as well as I should be, but at least I'm not being picketed for it. And on 

the plus side, Felicity Creek isn't all dirty and messed up here downstream as it is by the 

factories. " 

*** 
Julie woke with a start to the sound of the national anthem blaring from the television. 

Without realizing it, she had fallen asleep while watching the newscast. Thankfully, the local 
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television station's old-fashioned tradition of playing the nation's song during the early morning 

hours had awoken her from a terrible nightmare. She had been dreaming that Sam lay drowning 

in Felicity Creek, yet the creek itself had been filled with Kool-Aid instead of water. Rising 

from the couch, she glanced at the clock. It was nearly four in the morning. She had been asleep 

for more than five hours. She switched off the television and turned towards the stairs when she 

realized that she could still hear the national anthem. She turned back to the television, but the 

sound clearly wasn't coming from it. The strands of music seemed to be floating down from the 

top of the stairs. 

"Hmm," she thought, "Sammy must have fallen asleep with the television on like I did. I 

had better go check on him." 

Julie then slowly proceeded up the stairs, still drowsy from her stay on the couch. As she 

reached the top she discovered that her hunch had been correct. The flicker of a television was 

apparent around the half-open door leading to Sam's room. Quietly pushing the door open the 

rest of the way, she entered. 

Inside the room, Julie found everything completely motionless, except for the eerie 

dancing of the dark shadows created by the flickering television. Julie glanced around the room, 

straining her ears for the sound of Sam's quiet, shallow breathing, but she could hear nothing but 

the soft melodies emanating from the television. As her eyes came to rest upon the bed, Julie's 

heart skipped a beat. The bedclothes had been thrust aside in a most haphazard manner, yet that 

was not what had disturbed her. The bed itself was unoccupied. Her eyes frantically scoured the 

room in search of Sam, quickly coming to rest near the foot of the bed. Jutting out from behind 

the far side was a small, shoe-clad foot. Exhaling a breath she hadn't even realized she'd been 

holding, Julie heaved a sigh of relief. 
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"Sam must .have fallen asleep on the floor while watching television," she thought to 

herself. Silently, she slipped around the foot of the bed and beheld the sight that would remain 

with her for the rest of her days. Sprawled on the floor was the small, pale fonn of Sam. Next to 

the lifeless body was a drinking glass, overturned and lying in the middle of a large, cherry-red 

Kool-Aid stain. As Julie sank to her knees, heart-wrenching sobs caught in her throat. Her tear

filled eyes flashed back and forth between the overturned glass and Sam's Kool-Aid stained lips, 

the only remaining color on his ghostly face. She pulled Sam's inert fonn to her breast as the 

horrible conclusion about Sam's illness dawned in her mind. She herself had served him a glass 

of watery death, and with this thought came the stark realization of what it meant to live 

downstream on Felicity Creek. 
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Corrunentary 

Following in the footsteps of "The Living," "Prelude to A Civil Action" is yet another of 

my stories that is based on a character created by someone else. I wrote the piece in the late 

spring of 1999 as a final paper for a junior-level undergraduate class on the short story (we 

studied examples of the form rather than the mechanics of writing short stories). As indicated on 

the title page, my original inspiration for telling this story came from a minor character I saw in 

the 1999 film, A Civil Action, starring John Travolta and based on the nonfiction work by 

Jonathan Harr. The character was a single mother who had lost her son because of the pollution 

of local groundwater by two companies. I chose to write the story in part because I was 

interested in creating my own version of the character's background and of the death of her son, 

information that was never revealed in the movie. I was curious to see if I could come up with a 

seemingly realistic version of the events that preceded the movie ... and it was the only topic 

that I was able to come up with at the time of the assignment. As a writer I often find it difficult 

to generate new ideas for short stories, which is why I often tum to characters created by others 

(it makes fmding a topic to write about much easier). 

As for the story itself, "Prelude to A Civil Action" was the last piece I wrote before 

having studied creative writing in any kind of depth, and there is fairly obvious evidence of this 

within the story. I still have many instances where I "tell" a reader things that I should have 

"shown" through description and characterization, particularly at the end of the story, where I 

state the main character's realization about the cause of her son's death. I should have included 

enough descriptions and hints within the narrative itself for a reader to see that Julie had 

discovered the truth about what killed her son without my having to directly state that it was the 

something in the water. 
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The ending is not the only place where I feel I revealed too much, however. There are 

several instances where my description is too obvious and over the top, as when I describe the 

two factories during the ride to the hospital. Using language like "huge, ominous shapes," 

"loomed," "fraught," "foreboding," and "harbingers of death" is so melodramatic that the scene 

becomes more like a slap in the reader's face that shouts "Here's the reason he's sick! Here's the 

cause!" rather than acting as a subtle indication that they are the source of the poison that causes 

the young boy's death. 

I included this piece in the collection for several reasons. Once again, it shows my earlier 

preference for writing stories with a dark, somber tone and very little humor. It also illustrates 

many of the problems I faced in my earlier writings, particularly those I didn't realize I was 

making until after I took some classes in creative writing (I had never heard of the "telling" 

versus "showing" problem until I started studying the process in greater detail, and I believe it 

has since improved my writing skills). This story is also the first story I wrote that I had a 

creative writing professor read over before I turned it in. The professor's assistance provided me 

with some very helpful commentary on changes I could make to improve the story before turning 

it in for a grade (a process I would later experience in greater depth when I began studying 

creative writing and began workshopping my stories in creative writing seminars in order to 

improve them). I believe this help was extremely invaluable because I feel that "Prelude to A 

Civil Action" (unlike my earlier stories, which were more scene than story), could be revised 

without changing the entire focus of the work. I could instead focus more on the details and 

characterization of the story, while at the same time, rely less on the source material from which 

I took the idea, and thereby create an even better work of fiction. 
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Glaring through the tinted glass, Jerry surveyed mile after mile of nothing but weeds, 

rocks, and dirt pass outside the speeding car. Traveling north on Interstate 25 between 

Albuquerque and Santa Fe was never an exciting trip because he knew where the drive would 

end, the same place it always ended: at one of the dusty campsites in the Jemez Mountains. His 

mother liked to choose a new spot every time they went camping. Somehow Jerry could never 

convince her to select one in the real campgrounds, the ones that at least came equipped with 

running water and bathroom facilities. No, she always insisted they go farther up into the 

mountains, away from all the RVs and pop-up Jaycos brimming with "pseudocampers" as she 

called them. "Those people don't know what it's like to really experience the outdoors, Jerry, 

they really don't," she once told him. 

Jerry turned away from the window and reached into the Nike duffel bag at his feet, 

searching its recesses for his Gameboy. Pulling it out from next to a stack of comic books and a 

Swiss Army knife still in its original packaging, he popped a cartridge into the back and switched 

it on. The game was an older one, but one of his favorites: The Simpsons: Escapefrom Camp 

Krusty. He had played it so often he knew each level by heart. 

"I can't believe you brought that thing along. We're supposed to be roughing it this 

week. This is our chance to get away from it all." The sound of his mother's voice stirred him 

from the game, and he glanced over at her. He could tell she was annoyed from the fact that her 

eyebrows were bunched up and the sides of her mouth were turned down. Normally when his 

mother felt happy, the left side of her mouth turned upwards in a lopsided grin that some men 

found charming. 

"I had to bring something along to keep me from being bored the whole time." Jerry 

spoke the words softly, knowing that they would summon a verbal assault from his mother. 
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"Bored? How could you possibly be bored this week? We're going to be seeing some of 

the most beautiful country in the world. I figured this time we'd set up in one of the sites up past 

the fish hatchery. I know the last time we camped near there you absolutely loved walking 

through it, checking out all the fish." 

"Mom, I was like seven at the time. Now it's just a bunch of smelly fish to me. Who 

cares? I figure I'll just hang around the campsite until we head back to civilization." 

"Don't be like that, Jerry. This trip can be fun if you just let it. I figure we can walk one 

of the trails up there, and maybe you could do some fishing while I get the damn pictures the 

museum wants. Maybe you'll even get a chance to use that new Swiss Army knife I got you for 

your birthday, who knows?" 

"Yeah, who knows," Jerry mumbled under his breath as he scrunched down even further 

in his seat. He returned to the Gameboy and settled into the game as his mother exited the 

freeway and headed along the smaller highway that would lead them up past the towns of 

Bernalillo and Jemez Springs into the Jemez Mountains. 

*** 

Four hours later Jerry wished he were back in the car, heading in the opposite direction 

and right out of the mountains. Instead, he was standing in front of a half-erect, yellow tent, 

silently cursing the plastic poles that lay at his feet. He had never been good at putting up the 

thing, and it seemed that this time wouldn't be any different. Looking at his mother's light blue 

tent, he marveled at how perfect it looked, with each pole standing at attention and each stake 

stuck deep in the ground. She had already raced off into the woods, hoping to get a few pictures 

before dinner. When she left Jerry had almost laughed out loud, for her heavy camera bag had 

fallen open, spilling yellow boxes of Kodak film. He quickly covered the laugh with a cough, 
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though, for she'd glared at him and mumbled a curse at the spilled film. 

"Need some help there, sport?" A voice from behind startled Jerry out of his reverie. He 

turned to see a thirty-something man leaning against the driver's side of his mother's car. At his 

feet stood a red hiker's pack that had obviously seen better days. Jerry turned back to his tent. 

"Oh ... hello, Charlie. I didn't know you were here. Don't you have a real home?" 

"Well it's nice to see you too, sport. I thought I saw you and your mom drive in earlier, 

and I thought I'd stop by to lend a hand, but hey, I can go if I'm not wanted." 

"Whatever," Jerry said and reached down for another tent pole. "Do what makes you 

happy." He slowly resumed piecing the tent together, hoping Charlie would in fact leave, but he 

didn't. Instead he took a granola bar from a side pocket of his pack and began crunching on it as 

he watched Jerry work on the tent. Jerry knew Charlie from two summers earlier, when they had 

camped next to each other. When they first met, Jerry felt that Charlie was an idiot, and time had 

since confirmed the belief. Every time Charlie came around he practically fell over backward 

fawning after Jerry's mother. It was so obvious to Jerry it sickened him, but at least his mother 

hadn't noticed, or, if she did, at least she hadn't acted upon it. Jerry hoped she'd do the same this 

time around. 

"You'll never get that tent up if you do it like that." Charlie's voice interrupted Jerry's 

thoughts again. "Do you want me to do it for you?" Jerry dropped the pole he held and walked 

to the car. 

"Knock yourself out," he replied. "I'm sure you can do it in no time." He opened the 

front passenger door and sat on the edge of the seat, his feet dangling out while Charlie popped 

the last of the granola bar into his mouth and walked to the pile of poles and sagging vinyl. 

"Setting these things up are really easy if you know what you're doing," Charlie said as 
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he picked up Jerry's discarded pole. "1 should know. I've been putting tents together since 1 was 

half your age." 

"Is that so?" Jerry said, picking up his Gameboy from the dashboard. "Interesting." 

"Yes, it is interesting," Charlie said as he began piecing the tent together. He then broke 

into a speech on the intricacies of tent construction and of the different tents he had put together 

in his life, while Jerry sat playing the Gameboy. 

Charlie finished setting up the tent and his version of the history of vinyl dwellings at the 

same time. He rose from his work and walked over to the car, finally noticing Jerry's Gameboy. 

A frown crossed his face, but he forced a smile over it. "Well, there you go, sport. Your tent's 

all done. You should be nice and cozy tonight." 

"Thanks," Jerry said, not looking up. Charlie stood there for a few moments, shifting 

from one foot to another so that his shadow fell on and off the Gameboy. Irritated, Jerry finally 

looked up at him. "She isn't here and won't be for a while. She had to go take some pictures or 

something. " 

Charlie frowned again. "Well, tell her I stopped by to say hello," he said, moving around 

the car towards his pack. "And if she wants to do the same, I'm camping about a mile down the 

road." 

"Whatever," Jerry said, turning back to his game. 

*** 

The next morning Jerry woke to his mother shaking his sleeping bag. She had dragged 

him halfway out of the tent so that the searing, seven 0' clock sun hit him in the face. He tried to 

squirm his way back into the tent, but his mother checked his progress by standing on the edge of 

the bag. "Hurry and get up, Jerry. I need to get an early start so I can get as many pictures as 
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possible today because the ones from yesterday are probably crap. And you're coming with 

me." 

"Mnun, why?" 

"Because I'm not going to lug that pack around anymore. That's what I have you for. 

Now hurry up. I'm already late." 

Thirty minutes later Jerry was trudging along the trail behind his mother. On his back he 

lugged a pack full of tuna sandwiches and photography equipment. His mother led the way, 

stopping every few minutes to snap a picture. Jerry couldn't believe how tired and dirty he felt. 

His mother had rushed him out of bed and into his clothes so fast he hadn't even had time to 

brush his teeth or comb his hair. When he protested, his mother said that no one would even see 

him out along the trail and that when he was younger he had often gone without brushing, so 

what was the point? Of course she'd already brushed her teeth. Her breath didn't smell so bad 

she could taste it. A sticky film covered the inside of his mouth. Twelve swigs of Pepsi hadn't 

removed it. Ever since Jerry had started middle school, he had been especially conscious of his 

appearance. It was a necessity. He knew how cruel other kids could be when it came to personal 

hygiene. Heck, even he'd ripped some other kids about it. 

At twelve-thirty they stopped for lunch. They sat in the shade of a decaying pine tree on a 

small stretch of yellow-brown grass covered in dead pine needles. His mother repeatedly tried to 

start a conversation with him, commenting on the scent of the trees, the cool weather, the fun he 

should be having out in nature-all topics that didn't interest him. Eventually she gave up and 

they sat together in silence for a few minutes. Soon they heard footsteps. Jerry stood up to see 

farther down the rock-strewn trail and saw a scruffy figure heading towards them. It was 

Charlie. 
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"Hello Susan, sport," he said as he approached them. 

"Why, Charlie Richardson, I didn't know you were here? It's good to see you again," 

Jerry's mother answered as she rose to greet him. 

"Didn't you? I stopped by your campsite yesterday and spoke with Jerry there. I told 

him to tell you I'd stopped by." 

"Oh, yeah, Charlie stopped by, Mom," Jerry mumbled. "I must've forgot." 

"Oh, that's okay sport. I'm just glad I ran into you two today. I had no idea you'd be 

hiking this trail." 

"Yeah, I'll bet you didn't." 

"Jerry! Don't be rude to Charlie. He's our friend. Would you like to join us on the rest 

of our hike, Charlie? We'd love the company." 

"I'd, uh, sure, I'm up for joining you, if you wouldn't mind having me, huh, sport?" 

Charlie looked to Jerry for approval. Before he answered, Jerry turned to his mother, but she 

ignored his look of annoyance. She was staring at Charlie. Sensing an argument would only 

annoy his mother, Jerry nodded his assent. 

*** 

That evening, as Jerry sat by the fire roasting oversized marshmallows, he thought back 

over the events of the afternoon. Charlie had spent the entire day hiking with him and his mom. 

It wouldn't have been so bad had they let Jerry return to the campsite earlier, like he wanted. 

But no, Charlie had convinced his mother it wouldn't be safe for him to go back alone, and so he 

tramped along behind them, where he could tell he was being left behind mentally, if not 

physically. For most of the afternoon his mother only spoke to him when she wanted something 

from the pack. The rest of the time she seemed entranced by Charlie. Jerry could tell she was 
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test driving him as a possible boyfriend-he'd seen her give that same interested look to a few 

other men she'd "taken for a ride" in the past. All of them had been idiots too, even his father, 

who Jerry figured probably fell for the same cheap look. At least he'd been smart enough to 

ignore Jerry, though, instead of dragging him along on stupid trips that turned into dates. He'd 

left Jerry and Susan home when he went on his dates. 

Charlie, on the other hand, lapped up Susan's attention like a mutt slurping water from a 

toilet. He went on and on about everything he knew about the Jemez area and the local wildlife. 

He also used any excuse to touch Jerry's mom, offering to take her hand every time they walked 

over what he considered "a rough spot." Jerry hoped the obvious flirtation would stop when they 

returned to camp, but it didn't. His mother had invited Charlie to join them for dinner, which he 

did. Now they were sitting next to each other across the fire from Jerry. Charlie droned on 

about the stars and how he had learned to "navigate" by them as a child. The sappiness of it all 

made Jerry wish Charlie were at the end of his stick instead of the marshmallow. He imagined a 

miniature Charlie tied to the end, writhing as the flames whipped around him. 

After downing several of the gooey, charcoal-covered globs, Jerry noticed his mother 

leaning closer to Charlie, slightly tipping her camp chair towards his. Jerry knew what she was 

up to; he'd seen it a dozen times before. She was going in for the first move. She'd completely 

forgotten he was there. He thought about slowing her progress by making some noise or motion 

to remind her of his presence, but he checked himself when he noticed Charlie. Charlie had also 

noticed her slight forward progress and began advancing himself. He tilted his camp chair so far 

that two of the four legs waved precariously in the air. Jerry waited patiently until just before 

their heads reached each other - then he made his move. 

"Well, I guess I'd better get to bed since you're probably gonna drag me out of it real 
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early tomorrow," he said, standing up. The sound of his voice had the desired affect. His mother 

spun her head towards Jerry while Charlie and his chair went over with a soft thud. He swiftly 

extricated himself from the chair's remains and scrambled to his feet. Jerry moved toward his 

tent to conceal the widening grin on his face. 

"Oh, ah, goodnight then, honey. I'll see you in the morning." 

"Goodnight, mom. Goodbye, Charlie." 

*** 

Three days later Jerry could only stare back at that night with longing. Apparently, 

Charlie hadn't understood the good-bye, because the next day he moved his campsite next to 

Jerry and his mother's. When Jerry saw him drive up and park his oversized Ford F-lS0 next to 

their car, he'd been upset, but when he later found out that it had been his mother's idea, he was 

pissed. He figured she'd done it in order to start something more physical. In what he had 

hoped would be a preemptive strike, Jerry insisted that Charlie set up his tent next to Jerry's so 

that his would be a barricade between Charlie's and his mother's. 

Now, as he lay back in his sleeping bag, Jerry knew his effort hadn't stopped a damn 

thing. That morning he'd woken to something other than his mother shaking his sleeping bag. 

He'd heard her voice coming from Charlie's tent, and she was giggling. Although he hadn't 

been able to make out any words, he recognized the laugh. He'd heard it before, over bowls of 

Cheerios on mornings after she'd let a man spend the night. Guests, she'd called them. They 

would never stay long, and Jerry had never seen one more than a few days in a row before they 

disappeared forever. He hoped Charlie would turn into a guest - it might make the trip end that 

much sooner. 

Nevertheless, there were benefits to having Charlie around. When his mother came 
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around to his tent, he pretended to be asleep as she laid a note near the bottom of his sleeping 

bag. Charlie had convinced her to let him remain behind while they went out, offering to carry 

her camera equipment like a teenager wanting to carry his girlfriend's schoolbooks. Jerry had 

the whole day to do whatever he wanted. He figured he could spend it reading his comic books 

and playing his Gameboy. 

*** 

Six hours later Jerry almost wished his mother had taken him along on the hike. At least 

then he wouldn't have been in the position he was in now. He'd read everything he'd brought 

and played every Gameboy game in his collection. He'd even opened the Swiss Army knife his 

mother had given him and toyed around with that, trying to use the tiny pair of scissors to cut a 

hole in Charlie's tent. Unfortunately, all he got for his trouble were a few rips in the vinyl fabric 

and a short gash on his finger. He had then pulled open the largest blade and started throwing 

the knife at a large pine tree nearby, hoping to make it stick in the wood like he'd seen guys do in 

movies. After repeated failures he'd gotten a little careless with his throws, and eventually he 

missed the trunk entirely. 

That's when it happened. When he walked around the pine to search for the knife in the 

tall weeds he inadvertently stepped on it. The brand-new blade went straight through the thin 

soles of his worn Nikes and into his foot. The waves of agony washed over him as he fell to the 

grass, pulling the knife out on his way down. He began screaming for help as he tore off his 

shoe, which was becoming moist with his blood. With tears running down his cheeks, he pulled 

off his now-red sock and wrapped it tightly around the wound. Amidst the pain he thought about 

his mother and how everything was her fault. If she had just let him stay at home like he'd 

wanted, it wouldn't have happened. He could have been at home right then, sitting on the couch 
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watching Buffy the Vampire Slayer or playing Quake on his Mac, rather than sitting on the 

ground in the middle of the woods with blood spilling from his foot. Why did she always make 

him do what she wanted? Why didn't they ever do what he wanted? Why didn't she just ignore 

him like his father had always done? 

*** 

When they arrived at the tiny doctor's office forty minutes later, Jerry was quiet. He had 

been since his mother and Charlie found him sitting in the grass with a bloody sock wrapped 

around his foot, the knife lying nearby in the grass. They'd been on their way back down the 

trail when they'd heard his scream. His mother had barreled down the path, leaving Charlie 

trailing behind her. When they reached Jerry, they helped him limp to Charlie's truck, and he 

drove them to a doctor in Jemez Springs. Throughout the ride his mother tried to say soothing 

things, but she often interrupted herself by asking him how he could be so careless and stupid. 

During her few pauses Charlie tried to question him on what happened. Jerry only responded by 

saying he'd stepped on the knife after losing it in the grass. When Charlie prodded him further, 

he snapped, telling the guy to pay attention to the road. 

After the doctor finished cleaning and bandaging the cut, he left Jerry alone with a pair of 

crutches and his mother. Through the diamond-shaped window in the swinging door he could 

see Charlie talking to the doctor in the waiting room. When he fmally turned his attention to his 

mother, he realized that she'd been speaking to him, " ... can't believe that you would do 

something like this! I thought you were smarter than that! What's wrong with you, Jerry, huh? 

I thought we were having a good time on this trip, but now I guess we're not, are we?" 

"Probably not." 

"Probably not? Probably not? That's all you have to say?" 
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"Well, uh ... " 

"Well, what? What's going on Jerry? We haven't got all day. Charlie's sitting out there 

waiting for us, probably thinking that I've got an idiot for a son, and you won't say anything to 

me." She waved her arms in a circle and collapsed in the chair by the sink. She sat there for a 

moment, staring at a cutaway picture of a man's stomach, while Jerry tried to think of something 

to say. He thought about telling her that he wanted to leave, that he wanted to drive right back 

down out of the mountains and back to Albuquerque. He wanted her to know how he had had 

enough of the dirt and filth and dusty campsites and guests like Charlie. He wanted to go home. 

Instead, he just glared at his mother, as she began again. 

"You know what, Jerry, forget it. Don't say anything to me 'cause I don't want to hear it. 

You're probably just going to complain again about being dragged to the woods and how this 

whole thing is my fault and that it wouldn't have happened ifI hadn't made you come. Well, you 

know what? It's not. You did this to yourself, and now you're gonna have to deal with it. I'm 

not gonna let you ruin this trip anymore. We're gonna go back to the camp, and I'm gonna get 

the last of my pictures and have a good time with Charlie, and while I do that you can do 

whatever you want. Sit in the car; play your Gameboy, whatever. I really don't care, just as 

long as you don't do anything stupid like this again and interrupt my vacation. We're gonna stay 

until Saturday like I originally planned, and then we'll go home. Now hurry up and take those 

crutches because we're leaving." And with that, she turned and stormed out of the room, the 

door with the small diamond-shaped window swinging back and forth in her wake. 
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Commentary 

"Jemez Mountain Tragedies" was a story of several firsts for me. Written in the fall of 

2000, it was the first story I wrote that that was set in a reallocation that I had been to firsthand 

(the Jemez Mountains of New Mexico, where I spent many summers camping with my family). 

It was also the first short story I wrote for the first creative writing class I took in college, and it 

therefore benefits not only from the new techniques I learned from the class, but also from the 

critiques and suggestions I received from the professor and the class. As such, I feel it shows a 

marked improvement over many of the previous stories, especially since the edition that is 

reprinted in this collection was the revised draft I turned in for a fmal grade after having it 

workshopped in class (unlike the previous stories, none of which were workshopped or 

underwent serious revisions). 

Yet despite these several firsts, "Jemez Mountain Tragedies" still includes some of the 

same traits as my earlier works. Although I tried to make the story more personal and "write 

what I know" (a common suggestion made to writers), I still ended up with a story about 

characters and events unlike anything I have ever experienced in my own life. This is not to say 

that the story and its characters are grossly flawed; however it is clear that I stuck with myoId 

tried and true choice of creating a story with a dark, somber tone and tragic characters. I 

remember when I first began writing the story, I had it in mind to have the main character, Jerry, 

die at the end of the story; however I changed it in part to keep it from being almost the same 

story as "Prelude to A Civil Action." 

Looking back on "Jemez Mountain Tragedies" now, I still see problems in the narrative 

that I would change today to improve the story, particularly the events that occur near the end of 

the story. The accident scene (pages 63-64) has always seemed problematic to me, in part 
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because it seems somewhat unlikely. Today I would probably rework it so that the knife didn't 

slice through Jerry's shoe, but rather I would have him go barefoot for some reason or perhaps 

have the cut occur on his hand rather than his foot. I would also add more detail to the final 

scene of the story (pages 64-65) and to the overall relationship that I tried to create between Jerry 

and his parents. There is definitely some real conflict there; however it does not reach it's full 

potential by the end of the story. This is in part due to the fact that, when I wrote the story I 

wanted it to end on the image of a closing door. I had learned that such an image could be a 

strong way to end a story (though perhaps a slightly common one), but in my case I used it to get 

out of the story really before it was finished. 

I included this story in the collection for several reasons. The most important one, 

perhaps was because it was the first story I wrote after I began studying creative writing in more 

depth and I believe that influence can be seen in "Jemez Mountain Tragedies." At the same time 

I also think it is a very good transition piece to my current work, since it shows some of the same 

types of themes and issues that I dealt with in my earlier works. It also shows a turn that my 

work has taken recently: that of trying to create original stories using experiences and locations 

from my own life to try to bring a greater sense of realism and truth to my works. That said, I 

would now turn your attention to the next story of the collection, "Clubbing With Shakespeare." 

It is one of my most recent stories (written for a graduate creative writing workshop I sat in on 

this semester) and it is reprinted here in two versions. The first is the original draft I turned in 

for the class to review, while the second is a revised draft I wrote after incorporating the 

comments and suggestions I received from my professor and classmates. I included the two 

drafts rather than commentary for this story so that you as reader can see firsthand the types of 

changes I've made to the narrative in order to help you better understand my creative process. 
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Shakespeare 

Original 



"I just can't find my program. Can I have another one? I promise I won't lose it." 

"Could you tell me how much time I have before we start? I'd like to go to the restroom 

if there's enough time." 

"wpere exactly is the restroom?" 

"Do you know if it'll be possible for me to sneak out of the two-thirty session on King 

Lear about half way through? I'd like to catch the second half of the Shakespeare and Marlowe 

discussion that's scheduled for the same time." 

"Now you're sure I'll get a vegetarian meal at the banquet? 'Cause I checked the box on 

the registration form marked 'Vegetarian,' but you'd be surprised how many conferences I've 

been to where they forget." 

Sitting at the registration table of the Texas Tech University 34th Annual Comparative 

Literature Symposium on Shakespeare, fielding random questions from world-renowned 

Shakespeare scholars who were acting more like children than scholars as they fought for my 

attention, I thought again on how I was going to kill Aubrey for not showing up on time. Of 

course first I'd make him baby-sit some of the idiotic geniuses who were surrounding me. "Yes, 

ma'am, you can have another program. Ladies, restrooms are down that hall to the left. We 

shouldn't be starting for another ten minutes so you should have plenty of time. Of course, sir, 

you can sneak out of one of one session to attend the other. We just ask that you sit toward the 

back near the door so as not to disturb the presenters. Ma'am if you checked the box marked 

'Vegetarian' then I assume you will get a vegetarian meal. Just make sure you tell the waiter at 

your table that you need one." 
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"But are you sure that they'll have them at the banquet?" the carrot-topped vegetarian 

began again. "I mean, I don't like to complain, but I can't abide any kind of meat. It simply 

ruins my appetite. I'm practically a Vegan, after all." 

"I'm sure vegetarian meals will be available at the banquet, ma'am," I replied. 

"Otherwise, why would there have been a box on your registration form?" 

"Well, okay then. I'm going to hold you to that," she said, finally moving away from my 

table towards a group of her colleagues who were waiting for her at the entrance to the 

auditorium where the opening session was about to start. Before she reached them, however, she 

turned, shook her finger at me, and said, "I'm gonna blame you if! don't get my vegetables." 

"Of course, rna' am. You do that." What a psycho. This was the last time I would 

volunteer to work at a literature conference. Aubrey had better hurry his ass up and get here, I 

thought as I tossed a fake smile to the next bespectacled walking encyclopedia of Shakespeare 

waiting in line. 

* * * 

Thirty-five minutes later (and twenty-five minutes into the opening presentation), Aubrey 

finally strolled into the building. As he neared the table I could tell he knew he was late. I could 

also tell from the smile on his face that he could hear the voice of Dr. Bevington, the 

conference's plenary speaker, emanating from the open doorway into the auditorium. I must 

admit, it was rather humorous. Or it would have been, had it not been so embarrassing. Dr. 

Bevington, a seventy-something professor from Harvard, was delivering a speech on sodomy and 

homosexuality in the works of Shakespeare. It wasn't that it was a bad topic, but to me his voice 

was like my grandfather's, and no one wants to hear his grandfather say words like "penetration" 
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and "fisting." Before I could even open my mouth Aubrey started in. "Hey, Jason,just what are 

you listening too? Sounds pretty kinky." 

"Shut up, you bastard," I said. "You were the one who wanted to come to this thing, not 

me. So where in the hell were you? You're late." 

"Sorry dude, but I needed the extra sleep. I was out 'til about four last night, hopping 

around the Depot District." 

"Somehow, I'm not surprised, but don't think I'm gonna forgive your sorry ass for 

leaving me here to handle this by myself. You should've been here earlier. Here, put on your 

nametag," I said, handing him the small plastic badge. "You're the Shakespeare-lover and all. 

rmjust your creative writer friend who you begged and pleaded to help out after you graciously 

volunteered to work this conference." 

"Dude, you know I need to score some major points with Dr. Simpson in order to pass 

my sixteenth century poetry class." 

"Yeah, well right now I'm the only one who's scoring any points, and I don't need them. 

Do you have any idea how incredibly odd those people in there are? From what I've seen of 

them so far, they're a bunch of freaks." 

"Oh, come on, they can't be that bad. Dr. Simpson said these are some of the preeminent 

Shakespearean scholars alive today. As an English major you should be excited to meet them. I 

mean, at the very least they'd probably make for some interesting characters for one of your 

short stories." 

"Oh, they're interesting characters, alright, but I don't think a single one of them has 

much of a story, at least, not beyond Shakespeare. Not that that's a bad thing for them, but I 
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don't see how I could turn any of them into a short story, though I wish I could. My next one's 

due in eight days and I still don't even have an idea." 

"Jason, man, you just got to get into it. Check out the guy getting off the elevator," he 

said, pointing across the hall to the figure that had just emerged from between the metal doors 

and who was heading straight for us. "Now I just know he's got a story." 

The man, a thirty-something Kojak of a figure dressed in a dark blue, pinstriped suit 

underneath a light gray trench coat, stalked up to the table and stuck out his hand. "Hello lads. 

I'm Guido and I'm here for the Shakespeare symposium. I'm not too late, am I?" 

I glanced at Aubrey. The sound of a British accent coming from perhaps the most 

Italian-looking man I'd ever seen left me fumbling. Finally I said, "You're name's Guido? 

Really?" 

"Yes, Guido Barbato. I'm half-Italian, half-British, and all man. I am in the right place, 

right? This is the Shakespeare Symposium? I've been wandering around this school all 

morning." 

"Oh, yessir, you're in the right place," Aubrey spoke up. "I'm so sorry you had trouble 

finding your way here. Our campus is a big place. It's easy to get lost." 

"Oh yeah, Aubrey, is it?" Guido replied, staring at the plastic square on Aubrey's chest, 

"I wasn't really lost. I was just checking out all the beautiful young ladies that grace this fine 

establishment. I'd heard Texas women were very friendly, and from what I've seen, I don't 

think I'll be disappointed. Of course I probably don't have to tell you two that, am I right?" 

"Yeah, sure," I said, trying hard not to roll my eyes. "Well, here's your nametag and 

your packet. They've already begun inside, but you can just go ahead and sneak in." 
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"Thanks, Jason," he said, taking the items from my hand and heading for the auditoriwn 

entrance. "I guess I'd better head on in. I can hear Dr. Bevington droning on inside. Last time I 

heard him speak was at a conference in Chicago. Is he still as dull as ever?" 

"It sure sounds like it," I replied. 

"Well, thanks for the help gents. We three'll definitely have to chat later. I'll bet you 

two know all the great pubs around town." 

"You're damn right we do," Aubrey called after him. Then he turned to me. "Now don't 

tell me you can't turn that guy into a story. He's the craziest thing I've ever seen!" 

"Please," I said, "I bet if we go to his presentation he'll turn out to be just as big a 

Shakespeare geek as the rest of the people here. And besides, I can't use him as a character, I 

mean, who'd ever believe a story about a half-Italian, half-British, all man, Shakespeare scholar 

named Guido?" 

* * * 

"Wake up!" I whispered, nudging Aubrey back from the brink of sleep. "You don't want 

Dr. Simpson to see you sleeping through these presentations. You do enough of that in his 

class!" Aubrey and I were sitting in the back row of a small classroom that was being used for 

another round of presenters. At the moment, Guido was at the podiwn in front, expounding on 

"Shakespeare and the Elizabethan Mannerists" to a group of rapt listeners. Well, rapt for 

everyone except Aubrey and me. After having sat through seven or eight speakers a day for 

three days, plus running dozens of errands for Dr. Simpson "to keep the conference running 

smoothly" as he put it, I was just as ready to fall asleep. 

"I'm not asleep," Aubrey whispered back. "I'm just resting my eyes. Guido's paper is 

actually quite interesting." 
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"Yeah, about as interesting as watching Vegan woman over there twirl her hair. I swear, 

if she bugs me about the banquet one more time I'll smack her. Right now all I want to do is go 

back to my bed and sleep until we go out tonight." 

"Don't complain, he's almost finished." 

Unfortunately, "almost finished" turned out to be another fifteen minutes, but at least it 

was the last presentation of the day. Then the "real fun" began again. Aubrey and I began to 

work the room, chatting with different conference attendees, listening to their inane dribble 

concerning the fmer points of Guido's paper. We were following yet another one of Dr. 

Simpson's instructions: making the attendees think that Tech undergrads were actually 

interested in their work. 

Eventually, I made my way to the front of the room where Aubrey and Guido were 

standing together, talking. I nearly tripped over a chair trying to avoid the veggie monster, but it 

was worth it. I got past her and was standing next to Aubrey before she had time to raise her 

wagging fmger. I figured I could put in a few polite words about Guido's paper and then beat a 

hasty retreat for the door, rescuing Aubrey in the process. But that didn't happen. 

"You'll come out with us tonight then," I heard Aubrey telling Guido. "Hey, Jason," he 

turned to me, "Guido here has just been telling me that he and some of the other presenters want 

to skip out on the Taming a/the Shrew film scheduled for tonight in order to checkout Lubbock's 

nightlife. I've just convinced him to come barhopping with us. I figure we can use your car to 

take everyone." 

"That's great, Aubrey, just great," I said, a tight smile forming across my face. "I'm sure 

we'll all have an awesome time." 
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"Well then, lads, I guess I'll see you two this evening," Guido said. "I'm going to go tell 

the others. We'll see you about nine outside of the auditorium?" 

"See you then," I said through my teeth. When he was out of earshot I turned on Aubrey. 

"What the hell are you doing? You invited them to go out with us? I wanted to get away from 

these wackos! I've had enough Shakespeare beaten into my brain to last me the rest of my life!" 

"Come on, Jason, it'll be fun. They're not that weird. And besides, I bet you'll get a 

great story out of it." 

"Fine, whatever," I said, resigning myselfto a night with Guido and the rest. "But I must 

say, you have no idea what it takes to be a writer." 

* * * 

"Come on, Jason, come dance with us," one of the girls from the conference asked me, 

for the third time that evening. "You can't be having any fun just sitting there alone drinking. 

Besides, you look tired and I just know it'll wake you up." 

"Thanks for the offer," I said, "but I'm really not much of a dancer. You go ahead and 

mix it up with Aubrey out there. I'm gonna keep Guido company." 

"Suit yourself," she said, skipping off to where Aubrey and two others from the 

conference were dancing in front of the band that was playing at Clousseu's. Sitting at a table at 

the dance club/cigar bar, I tried to follow the lyrics the band's lead singer was drawling out, in an 

attempt to stay awake. Unfortunately, it wasn't working. It was almost two in the morning and 

I'd had enough to drink to put an elephant to sleep. Aubrey and I had ended up taking out a 

group of seven people from the conference. Around nine o'clock we started out at a bar that was 

pretty near the conference hotel. I chose the place hoping we'd end up losing most of the group 

since the opening session the following morning was at eight-thirty. But that didn't happen. 
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After three hours, a half dozen rounds of drinks, and several games of pool interspersed with a 

never-ending conversation on the problems with the writings of early Shakespearean historians, 

we'd only lost two from the group. The other five still wanted to see what Lubbock had in the 

way of a nightlife, so we scrunched the seven of us into my Dodge Stratus and headed for the 

row of bars and clubs that was the Depot District. After a few daiquiris at Tom's and some beers 

at the Blue Light, we finally settled into Clousseu's for chocolate martinis and some dancing. 

Normally, Clousseu's was not my favorite place in the District because the bands were 

always too loud to talk over and the cigar smoke suffocated me, but by the time we arrived I was 

ready for the change. The dancing kept most of the Shakespeareans away from the table, except 

for Guido, who was sitting next to me vainly trying to start up a conversation with the trio of 

sorority girls at the table next to us. With a martini in one hand and a Romeo and Juliet cigar in 

the other, he was trying to tell them about some pub in London where he was "well known." 

Unfortunately, his purported "skills with the ladies" couldn't overcome the over-amped playing 

of the band's guitarist. I was thankful they weren't massacring a song I knew, but when they 

finished it and said it was last call and that they'd play only one more song, I feared more 

impending Shakespeare talk. On the plus side though, I still had half of my martini and the night 

was almost over. 

Guido then turned to me, giving up on the sorority girls, and yelled over the music, 

"That's it? Your bars close too early over here. Is there anywhere else we can goT' 

I shook my head and lied, "Not that I can think of. We'll probably just have to head back 

to your hotel." 
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His eyes fell, and for the next few minutes he just went back to his cigar while I went 

back to nodding off into my martini. When the band finally finished and the others returned to 

the table, Guido spoke up, "Jason has a great idea. Let's go back to the hotel." 

Thank god, I thought. I could finally go home and get at least a few hours of sleep before 

dragging myselfback for the final round of the conference in the morning. Eight-thirty was 

already too close. 

Unfortunately, Guido wasn't ready to call it a night, for he continued, "My room's got an 

impressive mini bar. We can continue the party there, plus I can show you the books I brought. 

I have an outstanding eighteenth century copy of The Tempest." 

"Really?" one of the other girls replied - by this point I had no recollection of any of their 

names, but then I'm really bad with names and the alcohol had been really, really good - "I'd 

just love to see it. Let's go!" 

"Yeah, let's go. I'm always ready to continue a party," Aubrey chimed in. He turned to 

me. "You think you can get us there, Jason? You look a little out of it." 

"Naw, I'm fine," I said, slowly rising from the table. I looked around at the waiting, 

expectant faces and decided, to hell with sleep. I didn't have to make the opening session and 

what hann could a few more hours with Shakespeare's minions do? So I turned back to Aubrey 

and said, "You know I've drank way more than this before and still driven home. Let's go see 

what's in Guido's mini bar." 

* * * 

Where the hell am 1? As I opened my eyes, the blurry whiteness slowly came into focus 

and I took in the surroundings. I was lying on a bed in a white room, with a set of windows off 

to my left through which the sunlight was glaring down on me. To the right of the windows in 
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the comer hung a mirror; while beneath it stood a wooden chair on which was draped aT-shirt 

and a pair of jeans. My T-shirt andjeans. At that moment my sense of feeling rushed back and I 

could tell I was wearing nothing but my boxers. My Star Trek boxers, I remembered, as the 

image of putting them on the day before flashed through my head. I also felt a weight pressing 

down on my legs, and as I sat up I noticed the passed-out, shirtless woman lying perpendicular 

across the foot of the bed. In her left hand she clutched a faded volume of Julius Caesar while in 

her right was an empty, miniature bottle of vodka. My eyes then moved to the right side of the 

bed, where the covers had been thrown back by whomever had slept there the night before. 

A voice then extended itself out from beyond that edge of the bed and I looked up to see 

Aubrey, minus his shirt, lying between two sleeping women. He was staring straight at me, a 

smile across his face. 

"What did you say?" I mumbled as I began to extract my feet from beneath the covers 

and the woman on top of them. 

"I said, good morning sleeping beauty. It's about time you woke up," he repeated, 

clearly amused by my disorientation. 

"Fuck you, man," I replied, "What the hell happened?" 

"Isn't it obvious? We passed out in Guido's room after downing everything the mini bar 

had to offer. Look," he said, pointing to the small refrigerator that was on the floor across the 

room, "That's going to be one heck of a bill." It was clearly empty, its door wide open, and a 

pile of empty, tiny bottles sitting inside. 

"Shit, dude. We've got to get out of here," I said as I moved toward the chair with my 

clothes, "or we'll miss the last of the conference and Dr. Simpson'll have your ass. What the 

hell ... !" At that moment I tripped over another of the conference attendees who was sprawled 
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out on the floor. He was so far gone, however, that neither my cursing and crashing into the 

chair nor Aubrey's resulting laugh woke him up. 

"Take it easy," Aubrey said after he stopped laughing. "It's already twelve fifteen. The 

last presenters gave their papers two hours ago." 

"Well, damn it, Aubrey," I said, pulling on my T-shirt, "I've got to get home. I need a 

shower and a change of clothes, plus I still have that short story to write that's due in five days. 

Shit! In four days, now." 

"Dude, chill out. You'll wake these two nice ladies up and I'm really quite comfortable 

having them here," he said, indicating the two women still passed out at his sides. "Besides, if 

you're really in such a rush, take a shower here. I'm sure Guido won't mind." 

"Where the hell is Guido, anyway?" 

"Can't you hear him? Just listen. That's him singing in the shower." While Aubrey and 

I had been talking, I'd had heard a low mumbling in the background that sounded vaguely like 

the lyrics from the band at Clousseu's, but I'djust chalked it up as part of the hangover that was 

banging away at my head. 

"That's him, huh?" I said. "He really can't sing." Having finally found my shoes hiding 

underneath the bed Aubrey was on, I headed for the door. "Ifhe's in the shower, then I can't 

take one here. I'm just gonna head out. Do you want a ride, or can you make it home yourself?" 

"Dude," he said, "don't leave yet. I'm sure you can take a shower here. In fact, you 

could probably just walk on in right now. Guido wouldn't mind." 

"Yeah, right, dumbass." 
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"Seriously. He didn't mind sleeping with you," Aubrey said, smirking and pointing at 

the vacant space in the bed that was next to where I'd just woken up, "I'm sure he wouldn't mind 

showering with you." 

"Fuck you, asshole," I said, the blood rushing to my face as I looked back at the bed. 

"I'm outta here. I'm going home to my own bed and my own shower." 

I turned back to the door and opened it, but as I did Aubrey called after me, "Well, at 

least now you've got something interesting for your short story." 

"Hell, no," I called back as I closed the door. "No one is ever going to hear about this. 

Ever." 
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Clubbing with 
Shakespeare 

Revised 



"I just can't find my program. Can 1 have another one? 1 promise 1 won't lose it." 

"Could you tell me how much time 1 have before we start? I'd like to go to the restroom 

if there's enough time." 

"Where exactly is the restroom?" 

"Do you know if it'll be possible for me to sneak out of the two-thirty session on King 

Lear about half way through? I'd like to catch the second half of the Shakespeare and Marlowe 

discussion that's scheduled for the same time." 

"Now you're sure I'll get a vegetarian meal at the banquet? 1 checked the box on the 

registration form marked 'Vegetarian,' but you'd be surprised how many of these things I've 

been to where they forget." 

Sitting at the registration table of the 27th Annual Southwest Texas Shakespeare 

Symposium, fielding random questions from world-renowned Shakespeare scholars who were 

acting more like children than scholars, 1 thought again on how 1 was going to kill Abe for not 

showing up on time. Hell, 1 was supposed to be floating around the room with my camera, not 

babysitting the bunch of idiotic geniuses who surrounded my table. "Yes, ma'am, you can have 

another program," 1 said to the incredibly fat woman who 1 figured probably lost her first one in 

one of her rolls of flesh. 1 then turned to the two short women who formed the potty patrol. 

"Ladies, restrooms are down that hall to the left. We shouldn't be starting for another ten 

minutes, so you should have plenty of time." Then 1 turned to the old man with the scoliosis 

hump who was pulling on my shoulder, and waving his program in my face. As 1 squirmed from 

his grip I said, "Of course, sir, you can sneak out of one session to attend another. We just ask 

that you sit toward the back near the door so as not to disturb the presenters." After he moved 

away I tilted my head back to look at the carrot-topped vegetarian who was frowning down on 
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me. "Ma'am if you checked the box marked 'Vegetarian' then 1 assume you will get a 

vegetarian meal. Just make sure you tell the waiter at your table that you need one." 

"But are you sure that they'll have them at the banquet?" she began again. "1 mean, 1 

don't like to complain, but I can't abide any kind of meat. It simply ruins my appetite. I'm 

practically a Vegan, after all." 

"I'm sure vegetarian meals will be available at the banquet, ma'am," 1 replied. 

"Otherwise, why would there have been a box on your registration form?" 

"Well, okay then. I'm gonna hold you to that," she said, finally moving away from the 

table. She ambled towards a group of her colleagues who were waiting for her at the entrance to 

the auditorium where the opening session was about to start. Before she reached them, however, 

she turned, shook her fmger at me, and said, "I'm gonna blame you if! get stuck with some piece 

of animal flesh on my plate." 

"Of course, rna' am. You do that." What a psycho, I thought as I tossed a fake smile to 

the next bespectacled walking encyclopedia that was waiting in line. This was the last time I'd 

volunteer to work at a literature conference. Abe had better hurry his fucking ass up. 

* * * 

Thirty-five minutes later (and twenty-five minutes into the opening presentation), Abe 

finally strolled in. As he walked toward the table, he kept averting his eyes, looking everywhere 

but at me and the middle fmger I was pointing at him. From the smile on his face I could tell he 

was listening to Dr. Beddington, the conference's plenary speaker, whose voice was emanating 

from the open door of the auditorium. I must admit, it was rather humorous. Or, it would have 

been, had it not been so goddamn embarrassing. Dr. Beddington, a seventy-something professor 

from Harvard, was delivering a speech on sodomy and homosexuality in the works of 
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Shakespeare. I figured it was a suitable topic for the bunch of wack os I'd seen so far, but the 

problem was the man's voice was like my grandfather's, and no one wants to hear his 

grandfather say shit like "The anal penetration and fisting imagery is an obvious example of the 

homoerotic tendencies in Shakespeare's earlier works." 

Before I had a chance to say anything, Abe started. "Hey, Les, what're you listening too? 

Sounds pretty kinky." 

"Shut up, you bastard," I said. "You're late." 

"Sorry, dude, but I needed the sleep. Jeremy and I met these super hot chicks at 

DiMartino's. " 

"Y ou think I give a fuck what you did last night? Here, put on your nametag," I said, 

tossing him the small plastic badge. "I had to make up some shit about you going to the bank to 

get Dr. Simpson off my ass." 

"Dude, I'm sorry. The guy's a prick." 

"No shit. But that's not the point. I was supposed to be taking pictures for my photo 

essay, not holding these bastards hands as they signed in." 

"Oh, come on, it couldn't have been that bad. Dr. Simpson said these are some of 

today's preeminent Shakespearean scholars." 

"Well, "preeminent" must mean whiny ass freaks who can't do anything for themselves 

then, 'cause that's all they do. That and talk about Shakespeare's homo-ness. I swear, I don't 

know why I thought they'd make a good subject for my photography lab." 

"Les, man, you just got to get into it. Check out the guy getting off the elevator," he said, 

pointing across the hall to the figure that had just emerged from between the metal doors. "He's 

got a face made for the camera." 
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"Made to break it, maybe." 1 said. 

The man, a thirty-something, Kojak of a figure, dressed in a dark blue, pinstriped suit, 

stalked up to the table and stuck out his hand. "Hello lads. I'm Guido and I'm here for the 

Shakespeare symposium. I'm not too late, am I?" 

1 glanced at Abe. The sound of a British accent coming from perhaps the most Italian

looking man I'd ever seen left me fumbling. Finally I said, "Guido?" 

"Yes, Guido Fiorelli. I'm half-Italian, half-British, and all man. 1 am in the right place, 

right? I've been wandering about this school all morning." 

"Oh, you're in the right place," Abe spoke up. "I'm sorry you had trouble finding your 

way. Our campus is a big place. It's easy to get lost." 

"Oh yeah, Abe, is itT Guido replied, staring at the plastic square on Abe's chest, "I 

wasn't really lost. I was just checking out several of the young ladies that grace this fine 

institution. I'd heard Texas women were very friendly, and from what I've seen, I don't think 

I'll be disappointed. Of course I probably don't have to tell you two gents that, am I right?" 

"Sure," I said, rolling my eyes. "Well, here's your nametag and your packet. They've 

already begun inside, but you can just go ahead and sneak on in." 

"Thanks, Leslie," he said, reading my nametag as he took the items from my hand and 

moved for the auditorium entrance. 

"It's Les, not Leslie." I said. 

"Sure thing, my good man. We'll chat later. I'll bet you two know the best pubs in 

town." 

"Damn right," Abe called after him. Then he turned to me. "You've gotta get a shot of 

that guy. He's the craziest thing I've ever seen!" 
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"Maybe," I said. "But what the hell am I gonna put for the caption? I mean, who'd 

believe he's a half-Italian, half-British, all man, Shakespeare scholar named Guido?" 

* * * 

"Wake up!" I whispered, smacking the back of Abe's head as I took the chair next to his. 

"You don't want Dr. Simpson to see you sleeping. You do enough of that in his class!" Abe 

was in the back row of one of the small classrooms that were being used for another round of 

presenters. At the moment, Guido was at the podium, expounding on "Shakespeare and the 

Elizabethan Mannerists" to a group of rapt listeners. Well, rapt for everyone except Abe and me. 

After having wasted a dozen rolls of film over the past three days, I was just as ready to fall 

asleep. 

"I'm not asleep," Abe whispered back. "I'm just resting my eyes. Guido's paper is 

actually quite interesting." 

"Yeah, about as interesting as taking pictures of Vegan-Woman over there twirling her 

hair. I swear if she bugs me about that damn banquet one more time, I'll brain her with my 

telephoto. " 

"Don't complain, he's almost finished." 

"Almost finished" turned out to be another fifteen minutes, but at least it was the last 

presentation of the day. Then the real fun began again. Abe began to work the room, chatting 

with different conference attendees, listening to their inane dribble concerning the fmer points of 

Guido's paper. Meanwhile I hovered, snapping people as they shoveled snacks from the 

appetizer cart into their mouths, or flapped their arms trying to make a point about how the 

Mannerists were wrong, or right, or some shit like that. 
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Eventually I made my way to the front of the room where Abe and Guido were standing 

together. I nearly tripped over a chair trying to avoid the vegetable bitch, but it was worth it. I 

got past her and was standing next to Abe before she had time to stop me and raise her wagging 

finger. I figured I'd put in a few polite words about Guido's paper and then beat a hasty retreat 

for the door, rescuing Abe in the process. Unfortunately, that's not what happened. 

"You'll come out with us then," I heard Abe telling Guido. 

"Hey, Les," he turned to me, "Guido and some of the others want to skip out on the 

Taming o/the Shrew film tonight and go to a club. I told him they should come with us. I figure 

we can use your car to take everyone." 

"Wonderful," I said, a tight smile fonning across my face. "I'm sure we'll have a great 

time." 

"Well, lads, I guess I'll see you this evening," Guido said. "I'm going to tell the others." 

"See you then," I said through my teeth. When he was out of earshot, I turned on Abe. 

"What the hell was that? I wanted to get away from these weirdoes! I've had enough goddamn 

Shakespeare to last me the rest of my life!" 

"Come on, Les, they're not that weird. Besides, you can get some great shots of them 

drunk." 

Hmm, I thought. Seeing them drunk could be interesting. Very interesting. It was 

perhaps just what my photo essay needed. Aloud, I said, "Fine, whatever. But it'd better be 

worth it." 

* * * 
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"Come on, Les, come dance with me," Sarah, a curvaceous grad student I somehow 

missed meeting at the conference (I swear to God, I don't know how), asked me, for the third 

time that evening. "You can't be having any fun just sitting there." 

"Thanks," I said, feeling my face heat up, "but I'm not much of a dancer. You go on 

without me. Somebody's got to keep Guido here company." 

"Suit yourself," she said, skipping back to where Abe was dancing with Vegan-Woman 

in front of the band. 

Sitting at a table at DiMartino's Dance Club & Cigar Bar, I watched Sarah twirl to the 

music as the blood slowly drained from my face. It was almost 2 A.M. and, except for the sight 

of Sarah's tight ass out on the dance floor, I was bored out of my mind. Abe and I had ended up 

babysitting a group of five people from the conference, including Sarah, Guido, the red-haired 

Vegan-Woman, and Ron and Joanne, a portly professorial couple who looked like they'd been 

colleagues with Shakespeare himself. We had started the evening at Casey's, a bar that was 

pretty near the Hawthorne, the conference hotel. I chose the place hoping we'd be able to ditch 

most of the group after a few drinks (especially V egan-Woman, who had continuously bullied 

her waiter at the banquet after he mistakenly set her vegetarian meal in front of someone else). 

Unfortunately, I didn't get what I wanted. After three hours nursing one beer in between 

snapping shots of the group politely sipping margaritas and arguing about the writings of early 

Shakespearean historians, none of them had left. And aside from Sarah's profile, only Guido had 

given me something for my camera. During those three hours he threw back shot after shot of an 

Irish whiskey so strong I think it could've been used for paint stripper. Eventually, he demanded 

we take him some place where he could "get down with some real women," and so the seven of 

us squished into my Dodgt' Stratus and headed for DiMartino's. 
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On most nights I avoided DiMartino's because the bands there were always too loud and 

the cigar smoke strangled me, but it turned out to be the perfect place to take the Shakespeare 

dweebs. I could finally sit and enjoy a few drinks since I no longer had to listen to their 

Shakespeare shit. The music kept most of them out on the dance floor where they cavorted about 

in ways I figured might just earn me an A on my photo essay. Every so often I would capture 

Ron or Joanne's fat rump shaking out of sync with the music, or a pile of Vegan red hair 

Whipping about and hitting other dancers in the face. The only person I had to deal with was 

Guido, but happily he spent most of the evening trying to start a conversation with a trio of 

sorority girls at the table next to us. With a martini in one hand and a Romeo and Juliet cigar in 

the other, he was judiciously trying to describe to the girls some pub in London where he was 

"well known." Unfortunately, his purported skills with the ladies couldn't overcome the over

amped playing of the guitarist on stage. I was thankful the band wasn't massacring a song I 

knew, but when they finished and said it was last call, and that they'd play only one more song, I 

feared more impending Shakespeare talk. 

At that moment, Guido turned to me and yelled over the music, "That's it? Y our pubs 

close too early here. Is there someplace else we can go?" 

I shook my head and lied, "Everything's closing. We should probably go back to your 

hotel." 

His eyes fell, and for the next few minutes he sucked on his cigar while I watched Sarah's ass. 

When the band finished and the others returned to the table, Guido spoke up, "Les has a great 

idea. Let's go back to the hotel. My room's got a hip little mini bar. We can continue the party 

there, plus I can show you the books I brought. I have an outstanding eighteenth century copy of 

A Merchant of Venice." 
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"Really?" Vegan-Woman replied. "I'd just love to see it, but I hope it's not leather

bound. You'd be amazed at the savage treatment those sweet animals underwent back then. I 

know, because my herbalist wrote a book on the history of violence in the tanning industry." 

"Well, I guess you'll just have to cover your eyes when I whip it out," Guido said, 

thrusting his hips forward suggestively. "That is, if you don't think you can handle it." 

The motion turned Vegan-Woman's face the same color as her hair. 

"Well, in that case, let's go," Abe piped up. "I'm ready for Guido's mini bar." 

The others nodded in agreement, and headed for the door. Shit. More Shakespeare. I 

figured my only chance was to fake being tired when we got to the hotel and use it as an excuse 

to drive off, but when we got there, things didn't go as planned. 

"Oh, Les, come up," Guido said. "You can lay down on one of the beds in my room. In 

fact, we can all do that," he said, winking at Vegan-Woman. 

I rolled my eyes and was about to protest again, but before I could, Sarah spoke up. 

"Come on, Les. You need to come and take my picture with that camera of yours." 

"Well," I said, grabbing my camera, "I guess I can't refuse a woman who needs her 

picture taken." 

* * * 

Guido's room turned out to be a pretty nice spread. By "pretty nice" I am of course not 

referring to the plain white room, but rather to the contents of the mini bar. I couldn't even begin 

to describe all of the different brands that made up the row after row of tiny bottles, but I must 

say I've made a mental note to make sure I stay at a Hawthorne Suites the next time I travel. 

Since I knew a Shakespeare discussion was not far away from the books I saw Guido pull from 

his closet, I decided to see if the mini bar could make Shakespeare a little more interesting. I 

90 



grabbed a selection of seven or eight different colored bottles and took the room's only chair, 

which sat beneath the window. 

Everyone else took a seat on one of the two beds, with a mini bottle, or three, of their 

own, while Guido organized them into something he called "a reading circle." Apparently he 

wanted them to take turns reading from A Merchant of Venice. Each person would read a part 

and then pass the book on when a new character spoke. He even tried to get me to join in. "Les, 

my good fellow, come sit in our circle. We need another strapping young voice." 

Naw;' I said, as I tossed my first empty bottle away and opened a second. "I need to 

capture you guys like this for my project. In your element and shit." 

"Okay," he said, and then they began. For about an hour or so, they continuously passed 

the book and the contents of the mini bar around and around the room while I sat in silence, 

taking pictures and downing bottles. 

Eventually, things began to get rowdy as Vegan-Woman started a chant of, "Mercy 

speech! Mercy speech!" which caused Sarah, who was reading, to toss the book on the bed. 

"Fine," she said. "One of you can find it. I'm gonnajoin Les over there." 

But upon hearing my name the rest of the group turned to look at me and then Abe said, 

"Les should read it. He'd make a great Portia!" 

"Fuck you," I said to him. 

But apparently the idea seemed to intrigue everyone else, for Guido and Ron pulled me 

out of my chair and onto the nearest bed. Then they thrust the book into my hand and started 

chanting, "Read! Read! Read!" 

"All right, all right! I'll read," I said. "Just shut the fuck up." As they quieted down I 

tried to focus my eyes on the page in front of me, but the words seemed to crawl around the page 
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like ants. 1 blinked again and again, until the first line came into focus. "The quality of mercy is 

not straight ... " 

"Not strained!" Vegan-Woman yelled. "It's 'strained', not 'straight!'" 

"What?" 1 said, clearly confused. "What's not straight?" 

"Apparently you aren't," Abe said, laughing. 

"Fuck you," 1 said again, tossing the book at him. "I'm not an English dork. I'm a 

photographer. An artiste." I bounced off the bed and reached for my camera, which I'd left on 

the windowsill. "I may not get that Shakespeare crap, but I get this!" 1 held my camera above 

my head. 

"Oh really?" Abe said. "An artiste, huh?" 

"That's right. 1 could make every one of you look like a model in GQ or Playboy." 

"Really?" Guido said. "I'd like to see that." He turned to Vegan-Woman. "Wouldn't 

you like to be on the cover of Playboy? 1 know I would." And with that, he began to unbutton 

his shirt. "Come on everybody. Let's see what Les can do." 

I blinked my watery eyes as Guido began to undress, but as I turned to look at the others, 

I saw Sarah reach for her top and Ron for his belt buckle. My eyebrows shot up my forehead as I 

watched Sarah reveal her lavender-colored bra. Eventually I was able to tear my eyes away from 

her and 1 noticed that clothes began to pile on the floor as Joanne, Abe, and even Vegan-Woman 

got into the act. I caught Abe's eye as he removed his Polo jeans, but all he said was, "When in 

Guido's room ... " 

In what seemed like an instant, I was surrounded by a room full of people in their 

underwear asking me to pose them and take their pictures as if I was running some freaky 

pornographic photo shoot. 1 stood there for what seemed like forever, but after what must have 
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been only a minute, Guido shoved another bottle from the mini bar into my hand. Without 

thinking, I opened it and tossed back the contents. Then I slowly lifted my Minolta 800si to my 

face, and started it clicking. Soon I was barking out orders as if I did work for Playboy or 

something. Everyone obeyed my directions, and soon I was using everything and anything I 

could find in Guido's room to create some great shots. I used Guido's collection of books to 

create visual themes and images I figure rivaled anything that could be found inside them. 

Throughout the process, the mini bar kept delivering so that, even when Guido took hold of my 

belt and suggested I join them in the pictures, I just let him unfasten the buckle and kept the flash 

flashing. 

* * * 

Where the hell am I? As I opened my eyes, the blurry whiteness slowly came into focus, 

and I took in my surroundings. I was lying on a bed in a white room, with a set of windows off 

to my left through which the sunlight was glaring. Below the windows stood a wooden chair on 

which lay a T-shirt and a pair of jeans. My T-shirt andjeans. At that moment feeling rushed 

back, and along with the pounding in my head came the realization that I was wearing nothing 

but my boxers. My Star Trek boxers, I remembered, as the image of putting on Captain Picard's 

face the morning before flashed through my head. I also felt a weight pressing down on my legs, 

and as I sat up I noticed the passed-out, shirtless form of Vegan-Woman lying perpendicular 

across the foot of the bed. In her left hand she clutched a faded volume of Julius Caesar, while 

in her right was an empty, miniature bottle of Smimoff' s. To my right I noticed an empty space 

where the covers had been thrown back. Someone was missing. 

A voice slowly extended itself out from beyond the edge of the bed, and I looked over to 

see Abe, minus his shirt, lying on the other bed between a passed-out Sarah and a portly covered 
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shape that could only have been one of the aged professors, though 1 wasn't sure which one. 

After 1 fought back a wave of nausea, 1 managed to choke out a question. "What the fuck did 

you say?" 

"I said, good morning Sleeping Beauty," Abe repeated with a slight laugh. 

Damn his voice was loud. "Shhh," I replied, "What the hell happened?" 

"Isn't it obvious? We passed out in Guido's room after using up your film and downing 

the mini bar. Look," he said, pointing to the small refrigerator that was across the room. With 

its door wide open, I could see a pile of empty mini bottles sitting inside. Abe continued, 

"Guido's gonna have one large-ass bill." 

"Shit, dude. We should go," 1 said as I wobbled toward the chair with my clothes. "Dr. 

Simpson's gonna kick your ass ifhe finds us here. And he'll probably kick mine, too. What the 

hell ... !" At that moment 1 tripped over the male portly professor who was sprawled on the floor. 

He was so far gone, however, that neither my cursing and crashing into the chair, nor Abe's 

resulting laugh, woke him up. 

"Take it easy," Abe said after he stopped laughing. "How's Dr. Simpson gonna find us? 

He's not staying here." 

"We're supposed to be at the fucking conference," I said. "It's the goddamn closing 

sessions after all." 

"Les, it's twelve fifteen. The conference is way over. The last presenters gave their 

papers two hours ago." 

"Well, damn it," I said, pulling on my T-shirt. "I've gotta get home. I need a shower 

before I go to the lab. Shit! Where the fuck is my camera?" 
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"Dude, chill out. Its over there on the table. Besides, if you're really in such a hurry, 

take a shower here. I'm sure Guido won't mind." 

Guido. That's who was missing. Aloud I said, "Where is he?" 

"Can't you hear him?" Abe said. "Just listen. That's him in the shower." As Abe 

stopped, I realized I could hear a low mumbling beyond the pounding in my head that sounded 

vaguely like the lyrics I'd heard sung by the band at DiMartino's. 

"That's him?" I said. "He can't sing." Having finally found my shoes hiding underneath 

the bed Abe was on, I threw my camera around my neck and took a step for the door. "Ifhe's in 

there, then I can't take a shower here." 

"Dude," Abe said, "don't leave. I'm sure you can take a shower here. In fact, you could 

probably just walk on in right now. Guido wouldn't mind." 

"Yeah, right, dumbass." 

"Seriously. He didn't seem to mind last night," Abe said, smirking and pointing at the 

vacant space in the bed I recently had been in. 

"Fuck you, asshole," I said, the blood rushing to my face as I looked back at the bed. 

"I'm outta here." 

I turned back for the door but as I did, the door to the bathroom opened and Guido 

strutted out in nothing but a towel. Nonnally, I would have brushed right past him, but seeing as 

he was wearing the aforementioned towel around his bald head like a turban, leaving his all man

hood for the world to see, I didn't want to get too close. 

Nevertheless, he noticed my attempted exit, for he said, "Going already? I was just going 

to call for some breakfast in bed." 
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Quickly looking down at my camera, I replied, "I, uh, have to get to the lab. Got pictures 

to develop." 

"Surely you can stay for a spot of breakfast?" he said, taking a seat on the bed Vegan-

Woman was snoring away in. 

try." 

"Gotta develop 'em for tomorrow. For class." 

"Oh. Well will you come back, then? It was lovely spending the night with you." 

"Uh, I don't know ifI can." I slowly backed toward the door. "IfI get done early, I'll 

As I opened the door and went out, Abe yelled after me, "Les, man, you gotta come back, 

so we can see those pictures from last night." 

"Fuck, no," I said after I closed the door. I looked down at my camera again. I wasn't 

going to let anyone see those pictures. Ever. I reached down to open the back and rip out the 

film, but I stopped with my hand on the clasp. I couldn't destroy the film. At least, not before 

taking a look at it first. After all, Sarah was in there. 
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